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	1. Chapter 1: A bright and clear confusion

"I think I'll quit this job," Nick mused aloud, staring at nothing in particular.

"What?" Judy said, ears perking and head finally shooting up from her phone to scrutinise his face, trying to read whether he was being serious or jovial.

He looked down at her, a cheeky grin widening. "Well, that made you ditch the phone. Never call me one to hog attention, but a little notice is always appreciated."

"Ugh!" She kicked his leg and returned to her texting.

The park was aflame with the gentle light of late afternoon. Green leaves lapped up the rays of a summer sun, soaking up the glow and blinking it back like green emeralds. A warm breeze sifted the grass and sent hard-working animals to sleep, whether voluntarily or not. At this time of day, the park was just beginning to lose its packed collection of picnickers as they dispersed and returned to scheduled lives and the monotonous routine of employment.

Judy lay on her stomach, sprawled over a white and blue crosshatched blanket. She dressed casually on her days off, opting for denim jeans and white or sky-blue shirts. The sandals she'd worn through the street lay a few feet away, kicked aside, victims of a surplus of relaxation. The picnic had been Nick's idea; he had said something about needing to discuss a more timely approach to updating case files. The proposed conversation had lasted for seven minutes before being dropped and replaced by random quips about the weather, the time of year and how easily rabbits could be distracted. A phone call from Judy's parents interrupted these musings and stretched on for half an hour. By the end of it, nothing noteworthy had been said and she felt compelled to text a friend about it all.

Nick had lost interest. The food was untouched, the sparkling lemonade had lost its sparkle and now tasted like warm water and the dessert was being desecrated by ants. He now stood, hands behind his back, gazing out at the façades of smooth buildings and crystal-like spires which boasted the affluence of the central sector of Zootopia. Weeks of nagging from Judy had failed to convince him that the Hawaiian shirt he favoured was anything other than perfectly compatible with his black and purple tie. He'd acquiesced on the issue of the trousers, and changed them for the occasion. Now he wore tan coloured chinos and hated every moment of it. He was beginning to question why he had even arranged for the meetup in the first place.

"Right," he said, turning round and gathering sandwiches and blankets, "That's me going home".

Judy glanced up again, this time stuffing her phone into her pocket and jumping to her feet. "Oh, Nick, no, don't go yet. I'm sorry. I was really rude. I just get distracted," she laughed self-consciously.

Nick raised an eyebrow and continued packing.

"Let's talk about those papers you're having trouble with. How can I help?" she offered, hands open.

The fox cleared his throat. "Actually, I've had a good time to think it over. I know what to do with them now." He smiled, "I'm all good, thanks. Just needed some fresh air after all."

Her ears dropped. "Was it something I said?"

"No, no. Nothing," he stated honestly. _Nothing at all,_ he thought to himself. "It's just getting late. See you tomorrow, Carrots." He paused, "…unless, you need me to walk you home?" he added, ears pricking almost imperceptibly.

But Judy had already returned to her phone. "I'll be fine!" she laughed over her shoulder, "No need to worry."

* * *

><p>Nick trudged home through a street which showed none of the signs of wealthy living displayed by the buildings he'd just admired. He stuck one hand in his pocket ruefully while the other grasped the wicker picnic basket, swinging it dangerously with each step.<p>

A car trip to Bunnyburrow. A lazy day at the beach in early July. A stay-at-her-flat-for-two-hours takeaway two weeks ago. Now a picnic. Each time Judy, in some way, shirked him. It was usually done by texting friends, sometimes by bringing along too many books and once, in the case of the beach trip, by going off to look for an ice-cream parlour and not coming back until late afternoon. Did she do it on purpose? Was she really so uncomfortable around him? If she didn't enjoy his company, she should stop accepting invites to spend time together! When he was honest with himself, he wasn't really sure why he did invite her anyway. It certainly wasn't love. He'd seen enough TV shows and cinema flicks to know that love bursts out on you with butterfly-in-your-belly jitters and lingering eye contact. What he was experiencing was something more akin to slow-burn attraction. It wasn't that he necessarily felt rapturous around her, he just hated time away from her.

Nick kicked an empty drinks can, sending it ricocheting down a side-alley, the metallic clicks echoing rhythmically between the close walls.

For some reason, he felt their friendship ought to fit the Holly-Wool clichés. He'd tried the 'dreamy staring' tactic as a practice run for Judy and merely received a brusk reprimand and some indelicate words. True, he had practiced on the chief. In retrospect, that was mistake on his part. Nevertheless, it confirmed in his own mind what he always suspected – people found the staring tactic more creepy than endearing.

He entered his apartment block and faced a dimly lit corridor with a flight of stairs which led to his room. The key slipped snugly into his lock. The old wooden door creaked open unsteadily. Stepping over a tangle of clothes, books, food packets and CD's, he dumped the basket unceremoniously on the floor and flopped on his bed, not bothering to shut his door. He rubbed his face with his paws before yawned quietly, then rubbed his face some more. He hated the apartment. It was claustrophobic, creaky and smelled of mothballs.

* * *

><p>"Nick?"<p>

He turned over.

"NICK!"

He yelped and leapt up, perching on the side of his bed and blinking rapidly. A smudgy, foggy morning vision made his sleepy mind worry that he would never see again. Of course, it cleared in seconds. Judy was standing in his open doorway, fully dressed for officer duty and tapping her foot on the dusty floorboards. It was now he became aware of his alarm blaring out 'The Cat List' by _Linkin Bark_.

"Carrots," he grinned, eyes heavy, "can I help?"

"Nicholas P. Wilde-"

"Piberious."

"Excuse me?"

"Piberious. It's my middle-name," he explained, flashing another smile calculated to disarm.

She threw up her hands and turned a full circle. By the time she was facing him again, she could no longer hide a smile of her own. "Fine. Nicholas Piberious Wilde, what do you call this behaviour?"

He glanced at his phone. **10:35**. "I…simply thought it was my day off again. I worked all throughout the night, fighting sleep with pills, typing reports until my alarm-"

She held up a small bunny paw, raised her chin and adopted her most professional tone. "Not that, Mr. Wilde. Your lateness does not concern me. That is a matter for our chief to address. I'm referring to the abhorrent state of your room."

His head slowly scanned the apartment, eyes darting over heaps of half dry clothes. The debris of last week. The fox's ears lowered in embarrassment. Any facetime communication they had exchanged on their iCarrots had been preceded by careful arrangement of seating so she couldn't see the rest of his room.

"I suppose to a newcomer it might seem-, what did you call it?"

"Abhorrent, yes."

Judy was clearly enjoying herself. Normally it would be Nick who got to tease her. For once, she had the high ground. "Look at this mess!" she continued, "T-shirts unwashed. Books unread. I do believe that smells like mothballs. Food packets squashed underfoot. Tops, pants and I wouldn't be surprised if I found some dirty socks and et ceteras laying here somewhere."

She hopped across the room to open the far window and allow some air inside. Nick decided not to argue that he never wore socks anyway, but did take the opportunity to kick some 'et ceteras' under the bed before she noticed them.

"There!" she breathed in the fresh air from the open window like a diver delighting in new tank of life-saving oxygen. Judy turned to the disgraced fox and shook her finger at him. "Don't let me see you like this again, Nick Wilde. You may be my professional partner but that doesn't mean I can't spread news of this at the office. Would you like Clawhauser to know how messy you are? Would you like it aired on daytime television? Hundreds of children throwing action-figures of Officer Nick into bins and crying 'that's the fox who taught me dreams don't really come true'. Well, do you?"

He shook his head meekly.

The triumphant rabbit breathed in deeply and passed off a spontaneous giggle as a brief cough. She bounced to the door and turning on her heel to face him. "You have five minutes. Then I want to see you outside, ready for morning patrol. And who knows, if you promise to clean up this mess, Chief Bogo may even end up thinking you were helping a distressed old beaver find her car keys."

She disappeared down the corridor, leaving a gaping fox trying to collect his thoughts and reason out how to take it all. Now that she was out of earshot and eyesight she allowed herself to giggle wholeheartedly. She clasped a paw over her mouth to muffle the sounds. Eyes sparkling, Judy knew this was a good start to a day when Officer Wilde wouldn't poke fun at her obsession with carrots or her bad driving skills. After the awkwardness of yesterday, she preferred to leave him with something to think about.
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	2. Chapter 2: Cruising through Lover's Lane

The door to the apartment block swung open and Officer Wilde walked out wearing creased clothes and sporting ruffled fur sticking towards all the points of the compass.

_Keep it together girl_, Judy thought to herself. She cleared her throat and put on her very best sergeant major voice.

"Officer Wilde!" she struck off a salute, then looked him up and down with a sneer that looked so out of place on her, it was ridiculous. "Look at the state of your uniform, Officer. Do you have an excuse?"

Nick tilted his head to the side. "Yes. Yes I do," he nodded vigorously, "I was rushed out of my apartment by an excitable and unsympathetic rodent. I had no time to wash, brush, pack (he counted off each point on his fingers) or prepare in any way whatsoever other than dress. It was quite the challenge to keep up a small measure of dignity but at least I managed that."

There was a pause. "Nearly," she grinned.

"Nearly?" he repeated.

"Pants."

His eyes popped and he glanced down in horror.

Judy doubled up with laughter, her small form wobbling with every giggle.

"Oh, very funny. Yes, good that," he said slowly and sardonically. Of course, he hadn't forgotten his trousers.

"The look on your face!" his partner managed to gasp out between laughing fits. By this stage, he couldn't help himself either, despite the joke being on him. He had to hand it to this bunny, she had soul. She had it by the bucket-load.

* * *

><p>"Officer Hopps, Officer Wilde, kindly confirm you're making some progress in arriving at the office before the end of the week?"<p>

"Yes boss," Nick replied into the crackling radio, "we'll be there before you even made that call we just heard".

Judy shot him a grin from the driver's seat. They were making rapid progress through the bustling streets of Zootopia, avoiding traffic lights and taking the shortcuts that only Nick's time as a conman could have revealed.

"Another left here," he directed. The car swerved with a jerk and followed the new road.

"You're getting good," he said.

She smiled to herself, enjoying the compliment. Her foot moved a coin's depth down onto the accelerator.

"Ah, is that a blush?" Nick grinned.

She looked at him in surprise. "No…I never-"

"There it is again," He said, wolf whistling. He flipped his shades on and looked to the road.

"Nick, stop it!" she chuckled. She didn't know why, but when he acted like this it sent a warm tingle down her spine like an electric buzz.

"Don't worry Carrots. I slay all the girls the same way." He put his hands behind his head and laid back in his seat, exuding comfort. She forced a half smile at this last quip. She didn't want him to see that it bothered her more than amused her. Was he really like this with all the girls? So their banter was just that – amusing to him and a time filler for her? She hit the gas again.

"Sugar, check the speed, will ya?" he said, sitting up again and flicking his sunglasses so they balanced on his forehead. "We're law abiding officers now. You know, with an example to set? I'm thinking of my action-figures, yes I am."

She shook her head, embarrassed at having shown a reaction without realising it. The car slowed to a more reasonable and legal pace. Coffee. She needed coffee. It wasn't strictly allowed while you were driving, but who was going to stop them?

"Let's talk about you," Nick grinned, a customary slyness creeping into his voice which alerted Judy to what she knew would be an incoming tease. "How's your…boyfriend?"

She nearly choked on her mouthful of coffee. The car briefly swerved erratically, sending a sheep school parade into a desperate frenzy. She wiped her mouth with her sleeve, waving apologetically at the sheep with the other arm. The car straightened and she stole a glance at Nick. He was watching her carefully, grin tugging his cheeks and sunglasses firmly placed over his eyes again, shielding any emotion from view. She cleared her throat and looked to the road again. "I do **not **have a boyfriend. Never have." _Never will?,_ she wondered to herself.

The fox nodded. "Sure. I believe it." Seconds passed in silence. "But Officer Jordy is kinda cute, isn't he?"

She wouldn't take the bait.

"He's a hare, right? Perfect match. I can see it now (he slowly swept his paw in front of him from left to right, reading out an imaginary headline), 'Judy and Jordy: the long-eared cops'. What do you think?"

She rolled her eyes. "You're imagining things. I barely even know the guy."

"Oh ho, that's where I don't quite agree Carrots. I've seen you two. Passing each other in the corridor, eyeing each other over lunch. You may not admit it to yourself, but trust your old boy Nick. And if not Jordy, than Mitchel. Yep, I've noticed that too." He was loving the moment. He even removed his sunglasses again, emerald eyes gleaming. "The two of you shared a coffee last Thursday, didn't ya? True, he's an antelope, but species shouldn't make a difference in Zootopia when it comes to true love!"

His grin faltered almost imperceptibly when he said that, as if he had said just a little more than he wanted. As if he had got carried away. Judy noticed this in the central mirror (which she had tilted to keep an eye on him) and pretended she hadn't. But she knew it was time to turn the tables while his guard was down.

"You know, what this is telling me is you have been paying a lot of attention to who I may be dating. Or if I'm dating at all. Are you...worried about something?" Her turn to feel smug inside.

The cool pretence received a dint in its armour. Nick's smile fell away and his mouth drooped at the corners, while his eyes widened. She'd first seen that expression on his face when she had caught him out over tax evasion, just after they first met. It felt like so long ago.

Silence.

"Hmm?" she pushed.

On went the shades. Up went the pretence like a force-field. "Hey, I'm like your big brother bunny. Need to look out for you. Besides, I'm your work partner. It's my job to know what you're thinking."

Their car reached the ZPD headquarters and Nick was saved from any further questioning. They rolled to a smooth stop. Time for some work.

**I hope you enjoyed this chapter. I was really excited by the response I received after posting chapter 1 earlier on today. You guys are great. Thanks for the favourites, followings and please, more reviews. I need to know if you still want more of this. Is something working or not working? Do you want more or less fluff? ;) Stay tuned for chapter 3! **
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	3. Chapter 3: Disruption

Judy didn't have to claim Nick had been helping elderly citizens, as Chief Bogo never brought the topic up, save for shooting them a glare when they first entered the building. Nick scooted to his office, spending the morning browsed through cases awaiting investigation on the ZPD database. No more teasing was forthcoming from the fox after his embarrassing moment in the searchlight. Although Judy and Nick usually worked only doors away, no words were exchanged or coffees offered until the lunchtime break at noon.

"Ground control to Nick," Officer Hopps said, knocking on his door.

"Officer Wilde is not available right now. Please leave your message after the beep. BOOP," she heard in the fox's familiar voice. The rabbit needed to think about this for a moment, but just pushed the door open and stalked in anyway.

Nick was bent over his keyboard, eyes unblinking, clearly engrossed by his work or pretending to be. It was always hard to tell with Nick. Five full mugs of cold coffee stood guard along the perimeter of his desk, one with half an eraser floating inside.

Judy strolled over and folded her arms across the top of his screen, eyes peaking over. He took no notice, narrowing his vision to censor her out, continuing to tap away on the keys. She remained there, peaking over with wide purple eyes. Staring. He lasted about ten seconds before giving into a broad smile.

"Okay," he chuckled, leaning back and crossing his arms, "what do you want?"

"It's lunchbreak! We've got a lot to talk about."

"Have we?"

She took his arm and yanked him away from the computer, disturbing the mugs and sending coffee sloshing over the rims onto his desk. "Yes sir. You wouldn't believe the morning I've had! First there was this snooty cheetah 'lady' who phoned in asking about a lost laptop or something. Then Clawhauser came down with a terrible virus! I was sent to take his place at reception…"

* * *

><p>"So let me get this right," Nick said between mouthfuls of veggie-burger, "you want me to come with you to ask your parents if I can come visit Bunnyburrow?"<p>

The staff café bustled with hungry animals all contesting for a place in the queue before the best food disappeared into the bellies of the largest and most agile officers. The two friends had been lucky; they arrived five minutes before the stampede, bought their food, found a table and were now enjoying some chill time. Nick ordered his favourite vegetarian burger, extra fries, a gargantuan carton of cola and by that stage Judy had nudged him aside, insisting that he cut back on the calories before it was too late. She then proceeded to order three cakes, a caffé mocha and half a dozen samplings of flapjack. Apparently some would be kept aside for handouts at reception.

She reached for her napkin, wiping a coffee mustache off her lips. "Not quite. I said _I_ would go back to Bunnyburrow, lay the groundwork with my parents for a fox to visit, you know, to check out the establishment, and after that we can go again together in a couple of weeks."

"That sounds like a daaate," he elongated the last word with a comical purr, resting his elbow on the table and chin in his palm.

"Hah!" she laughed and punched his elbow, causing his chin to hit the table. He was dazed for a few moments. "Sorry, got carried away," she cleared her throat. "Anyway, it's not a date, silly fox. Someone has been shipping artificially grown carrots into my town, selling them off as 'organic'. I don't want my parents or anyone else to realise it's a police operation, so I'll introduce the idea to them as you wanting to see the sights of the countryside."

He felt a sensation in his stomach akin to paper being crumpled. He shrugged it off. He didn't have time for intrusive feelings and certainly not to try and figure out what they meant. He took another bite out of his burger. "Sure thing."

Her ears perked at this and she beamed a smile. He wanted to hug her. _What's wrong with you?_ he growled internally. _She's just a friend. Of course it's no real date._

"Hey Judy!" a voice intruded their meal.

"Jordy, hello," she grinned. The hare stood a few feet away from their table, sipping lemonade through a straw. One ear stood straight up while the other was bent lopsided. He was much taller than Judy, almost as tall as Nick in fact.

Nick's eyes narrowed. He blinked a couple of times to disguise it once he realised. The hare, who Nick had to admit was undoubtedly well groomed and lean, strolled casually towards them, squeezing past other officers who were clearing up after themselves. When he reached their table, he placed both hands on the surface between them and looked back and forth at the fox and the rabbit.

"Radical. Having munches with your boyfriend, eh?"

Nick was about to say something but Judy beat him to it. "Oh, we're not a couple Jordy. We're-...we're just friends. Have been for months now."

Jordy raised his eyebrows, whiskers twitching steadily. "I see. My mistake."

"_Betcha_," Nick muttered.

"Did you say something Nick?" Judy asked.

He rubbed the back of his neck, grinning. "Oh, I said 'fetch a receipt'. Never like leaving receipts with my details laying around. Old suspicious habit I suppose."

Jordy reached behind him, gripping a chair and pulling it to their table. He pushed himself in, knocking both of their knees in the process. "Old habits are no good," he tutted, "you should break 'em." He turned to Judy, "When do we leave tomorrow?"

Nick sat back and flicked on his sunglasses.

"I told you! 10:30, sharp," Judy rolled her eyes. "Sharp!" she stressed again.

"Okay, okay. Yeesh…" Jordy stood up, leaving the chair sticking out from the table. "I'll see you guys around. Catch you later, Carrots" He gave them a parting wink.

Nick swallowed. _Carrots? _His rabbit partner gave a little shudder, smiling to herself. She looked happy. In a daydream. _Carrots?_ He felt something far too close to anger in his chest. _Stop it! _He berated himself.

"Cute hare," he said.

Judy looked across the café. "He's fine. Good cop."

* * *

><p>Nick's apartment was no cleaner than when Judy had seen it. He did remember to close the door and lock it this time. After wading through tangles of fabric, he sat once again on his rough bed-sheets. The minutes ticked by. Outside, the setting sun bathed all of Zootopia in glimmering light. The sounds of cars humming through evening streets wove up to his window, tickling his ears. Boring into his skull. He covered his ears with his paws and flopped onto the bed. Glancing over, his eyes rested on his iCarrot on the bedside desk, just beneath a lamp covered in dust.<p>

He couldn't be bothered.

* * *

><p>Judy breezed through her apartment. Since finishing her shift, she had worked hard at packing for her trip tomorrow. Everything a rabbit could need went into the black and orange rucksack which sat at the foot of her bed. Tomorrow would be a good day. She would see her parents again. See her home again. Get a break from the city and fill her lungs with healthy country air.<p>

Then why did she feel guilty as well? She was entitled to the break. She wasn't leaving any work for another officer to finish on her behalf. She'd been extra diligent in polishing off all her reports and files, even doing some of next week's to give herself breathing space. Every time she tried to think about her home, her thoughts went back to her partner. Something about the way he had acted over the last few days made her feel there was more going on in that head of his than he was letting on. Had she said something he didn't like? If so, she couldn't think what. Nothing a quick phone call couldn't fix, she decided, snatching up her phone with energy.

She knew his number by heart. A few short rings and a tired voice answered.

"Hey, Carrots. What's the emergency?"

"No emergency. You can relax. I was just checking up on you. You didn't seem yourself today. Is everything fine?"

"Everything's lovely. Really, I hope you have a great time tomorrow."

_The trip again?_

"About that, have you been in an argument with Jordy or something? You didn't seem to take him on. It was a little rude."

"I-?" she heard him cough a couple of times, "You're right. I'm sorry. I wasn't trying to be rude. No, we haven't been in any arguments."

She sat on the bed. "How do you feel about visiting my home in a few weeks, like we discussed?"

"Is it just me, or was I getting burned sitting so close to you while he was here? Jordy, I mean." He sounded like his old self again. She could hear the humour tingling through his words, even over the phone. "I've talked about blushing before but we're in a whole new world…Carrots". He stressed that last word. She didn't notice.

"Come on Nick, stop teasing. You always tease," she brushed his words aside. "Jordy approached me because he grew up in Zootopia. Lived here all his life. He wants to know what it's like on a rabbit's carrot farm. We're like tiny little cousins to him."

She heard him chuckle. "Okay, come clean. You were flirting. Don't say it! I know flirting when I see flirting. I'm a master flirter, remember? Slays the girls."

She puffed out her cheeks a little. "Well, suppose I was. Does it matter? It's just good fun. He doesn't mean anything by it. It's like us. Like you," she added slowly. "Besides," she continued, "it's a good thing, getting to know our fellow officers a little better. Teamwork and community. That's what the ZPD is all about!" She smiled into the phone, even though he wouldn't see her. "Don't you mix with the guys? Make some friends? Catch up on what's new? Socialise. We rabbits do it all the time."

Another laugh. "Nope-ity nope. Never have. I don't get close to people, Carrots. I'm a big, grouchy, bad fox!" She giggled at this. He continued, "Even as a kid, I relished my free space and personal boundaries."

She kicked her feet up onto the bed, loving it when they talked like this. Bantering. Tossing and catching jokes. "That's why everyone ganged up on you!"

She regretted it as soon as she said it. Squeezing her eyes shut, she hoped for some reason he hadn't been listening. Her phone buzzed softly in her ear, as it always does when no sound is coming through.

Finally there came what sounded like an embarrassed chuckle. "Yeah, yeah, exactly. Guess I should start changing old habits."

"Nick-"

"Have a great day out tomorrow. I've checked the weather for you. It looks like it's gonna be beautiful."

She wanted to speak again but couldn't get a word in.

"It's getting late now. We both need some sleep. You've got a big exciting day ahead of you!" the excitement sounded forced. "Sleep tight, Judy".

"Bye" she managed. The phone went dead. Call ended. She lay staring at the words for a few minutes. _'Judy'? Since when was it 'Judy'?_

**Once again, thanks for reading. This is a pretty long chapter. I hope you like it. Please leave reviews because it's really important I get to know what you want from this and what you like at the moment. Do you want me to keep going? Anyway, there's more planned. More love, more fluff and yes, more friction. We haven't seen the half of it. Keep in touch. **

**-AF**


	4. Chapter 4: Proposals and promotions

_Two weeks later_

The ZPD headquarters was a sorry place to spend your day if you didn't have a colleague beside you. Judy's short excursion to Bunnyburrow had evolved into a full length placement until the case was resolved. For the first few days, she phoned Nick every afternoon. Then she texted. Then she missed a couple of days. For the last four days there had been nothing. This meant a typical day for Nick Wilde consisted of working through both his own and his partner's paperwork and case files so the department could keep on top of the system. When dealing with crime and the safety of Zootopia's citizens, you couldn't afford to be sluggish in the turnaround time for investigations and reports.

Time alone was time to think, and Nick had done a lot of thinking. What was it that really galled him about Judy's absence? Why was he feeling so awkward around her? Then he thought of Jordy and somehow couldn't shake the impression that there was an unspoken rivalry between the two of them. Two weeks. Her showing Jordy the sights of her childhood while Nick was confined to the office with a backbreaking workload and impatient colleagues breathing down his neck! It had to stop. And it did.

Judy came back after fifteen days away. When she bounded into the ZPD workplace she displayed all the signs of freshness, refueled batteries and some quality time spent out in the sun. Nick waited for her to fill him in on everything that had taken place. Report the weeks to him. Tell him about the silly things her parents had said and the clever ways she had corrected them. But she didn't go to Nick first. Staring out of his office window and watching the bunny race from room to room carrying files, making calls and nodding to co-workers, Nick felt a jolt in his stomach every time she flitted past his door. He thought about waving to her. He continued to work instead. It was lunchtime before she found time to pop into his office.

"Hi Nick, how are you doing?"

"Great!" he beamed at her. _Overplaying it. Seeking attention._ He quelled the thoughts.

She smiled, nodding rapidly. She stood halfway in his office, looking like she was ready to go bounding off down the corridor at a second's notice. "Good, good. Busy week for you, huh? I heard you covered my paperwork. That was sweet of you!"

"It was two weeks actually. No problem."

She frowned. "Two weeks? Are you sure? Anyway, must dash! I've just got a meeting with the chief. I think it's important." She shook with excitement and raced down the hall.

Nick sat still and watched her go. "Bye…" he muttered out loud.

* * *

><p>Judy was having what must have been the best day of the last six months. Chief Bogo actually smiled when she entered his office. He complimented her on her "efficiency, insight and determination". She liked that appraisal. It could almost be a slogan spread across recruitment posters. Still, mustn't let it get to her head! The rest of the day seemed to visibly glow. Colleagues were chatting about her achievements even when they didn't realise she was there. 'The case that was cracked without a single arrest'! The culprit turned himself in. Judy had given a motivational talk at the town hall and so inspirational was it that the dealer, who it turned out worked undercover as a security guard at the town records office, recognised that he too was worth more. Crime was no life. He would start anew. So long as he paid back in full everything he had earned to those whom he had cheated, the ZPD agreed to waive his conviction. Judy wasn't just finding the criminals, she was changing lives. Nothing could be more fulfilling than that. She regretted not having time to explain it all to her partner, but really, duty called.<p>

* * *

><p>"So, sweet Bunny of mine," Nick drawled, "what's it like up there at those dizzying heights?"<p>

Yesterday's return to Zootopia had been tiring for Judy, but she was still breaking out into warm smiles every time she thought about her sudden rise in self-esteem.

She flashed Nick one of those smiles. "What do you mean?"

"If you looked any more like you were floating on clouds, you'd be at risk of getting run down by a jumbo jet! Just sayin…"

"Okay, I'm pleased with my success. What more can I say?" She adopted a sly look which she had begun to copy from him. "What's wrong? Jealous?"

He typed on his computer while she darted around the room rummaging through drawers.

"Of what?"

"Ooo, let me see. Someone cracking a case?" She giggled and spun his chair around. The look of frustration on his face took her by surprise but it was gone in a millisecond, replaced by a contented and superior smirk.

"You did good, rabbit. You did good. One day, we'll make something out of you after all."

Her ears relaxed. He was on good form today. No hard feelings over her busy schedule yesterday.

"You know," she began, "there is something you could do to help me."

"Shoot."

"Bogo wants me to fill in a lengthy questionnaire about my experience in my current role. I need another officer to approve it, you know, agree that I'm telling the truth."

He snatched the paper from her and pulled a pen out of his top pocket, manically grinning. "An interview! Oh, you sweet darling. Dave, get the cameras rolling!" he called out to an empty room. "Now," he crossed his legs and sat back, "welcome, Judy Hopps. Is this your first time on our program?"

She was long gone, laughing so hard she had to fight for air.

The show was saved by the presenter's quick thinking. "Overwhelmed by the feeling? Sweetheart, I don't blame you. Give her a hand folks! Isn't she swell?!" He clapped repeatedly, moving his paws to different parts of the room without leaving his chair.

She gained control of herself again.

"Now Judy," the paper was snapped into a clipboard, the pen stood ready, "let's be serious. Where were you born?"

"Ahem," she cleared her throat and sat up, putting on a professional expression. "Bunnyburrow. It's a quiet place with-"

"Single word answers, if you don't mind." He raised his eyebrows.

"Okay, single word answers. Bunnyburrow."

"Age?"

"23"

"Gender" he sniggled at this. She shot him a glare.

"Female"

"Current place of work?"

"ZPD headquarters"

"Length of employment?"

"Seven months"

"Now we have some yes and no questions, understood?"

"Understood."

He threw his head back and slapped his paw over his eyes. "Yes or no! Yes or no!"

"Yes!" she sighed.

He nodded again, pretending to tick that imaginary box before moving on to the real questions.

"Do you possess a criminal record?"

"No"

"Do you have any health conditions which would make your job impossible 'slash' unattainable?"

"No"

"Do you have a valid Zootopia permit, in date and verified?"

"Yes"

"Are you available for full time work and short notice shifts when required?"

"Yes"

"Will you marry me?"

"Ye-what?!" she looked at him, purple eyes wide and nose twitching rapidly.

The fox started shaking with amusement. "Gotcha! Fooled ya! Wouldn't want to be ya!"

She stared, puzzled. It took a little time to bounce back. "Oh…that was a…a joke? You were just, erm…" she cleared her throat again.

His giggles gradually subsided, or at least slowed down. "Well, yeah, slow bunny! I know you're not into that kind of thing."

"Do you?" she said, brow furrowing.

"Don't I?" He repeated, green eyes bright and wide smile across his face.

She crossed her arms. "Nick, is this a roundabout-"

"Officer Hopps. Officer Wilde." They both jumped. Chief Bogo stood leaning into their doorway. "Meeting. Now."

"Sir!" they both saluted and waited for him to leave. The fox leapt up, collected his papers, slipped on his jacket and glided past Judy. His tail brushed her hand as he passed. She watched his back as he walked out. What was he thinking really?

* * *

><p>The meeting room was bursting with animals. Judy remembered her first day on the job. Her first day at the meeting. Nobody had cared about her back then, least of all Chief Bogo. The chief was on time as usual. His bulky form stomped its way to the podium and faced a roomful of eager officers. He glanced up, flicked out some glasses and placed them on his broad snout. Judy glanced at Nick. He probably didn't realise she was watching, but he was inconspicuously shifting just a couple of centimeters away from her, avoiding actual contact while they sat together. She focused on the chief.<p>

"Attention! Thank you all for coming today." That was an unusual start. "I know we don't usually meet at this time, but I have some important announcements which affect the whole department. First up, there are new lockers coming in next Friday. I do not expect these to be broken for at least a decade, perhaps two. If you break these lockers, I will break you. Understood?"

The whole room nodded vigorously.

"Secondly and more importantly…I have some promotions to announce. In recognition of a degree of bravery, perseverance, insight and empathy rarely seen clothed in our ZPD colours, I have decided that G-department deserves a promotion to better quarters with more important duties."

The G-department? That was her and Nick!

"Of course, if you do not wish to accept, you may state so now." He fixed Judy with his eyes. Nick nudged her, face beaming.

"I would be honoured to accept this promotion Chief. I promise to fulfill all duties expected of me," she stood tall.

"When do we start Chief?" Nick butted in.

Chief Bogo looked uncomfortable, something he rarely did. He readjusted his glasses. "I'm afraid it is just Officer Hopps who will be moving departments, in view of her accomplishments on the carrot dealer's case. Your time will come, Officer Wilde."

Nick exhaled. Judy flinched and shot him a glance. He was still smiling, clearly pleased by her good fortune. It seemed impossible to faze him. _You never let anything get to you, do you?_ She smiled to herself. She glanced back at the chief. "Sir, chief Sir, do I understand I will not be moving with my partner? I'm…overjoyed by the opportunity you're offering, but…I'm not sure I'm used to working alone."

"I know," he nodded, shoulders shrugging slightly, "you won't be alone. If you accept this promotion, you will be partnered with Officer Jordy Jerome, who has likewise received and accepted recognition for his part in your joint mission. I will find another officer to partner with Officer Wilde in G-department until such a time as you are both in comparable positions. If at that stage you wish to return to your former arrangement, you may. I will leave that decision with you when the time arrives. For now, I need your answer to the proposed arrangement."

**Hey guys,**
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	5. Chapter 5: Girl trouble

Judy stood in silence. She wasn't expecting it to be like this. She had no plan for how to act in this kind of situation. She just assumed that no matter what happened, however her career developed, Nick would be her partner. They'd been through so much together they knew they could rely on each other as a team. Jordy was a great guy, but there wasn't the same reliance, the same unspoken trust that no matter the situation, he'd have her back and she'd have his. The room was unnervingly silent.

Nick and Judy had naturally become the poster team for ZPD's public relations. The novelty of a fox and rabbit putting aside their differences, prejudices and limitations to tackle what really mattered for the good of all proved too perfect an opportunity to pass over. It acted as a summary and case study for all that Zootopia stood for. But for the last six months they had done nothing other than sit in offices, filing reports and being sent out on the occasional run-of-the-mill mundane assignment. This wasn't the life Judy intended to live forever. Could she let this opportunity pass?

She realised that her mouth was open and quickly shook herself free from her stupor. Chief Bogo said nothing but was beginning to show the warning signs of impatience. "Err…" she glanced down again at Nick. He was impassive. How much meaning did this have to him? How strong a message was she sending out about their 'relationship', whatever that really meant. She wasn't being asked to give up seeing him on a regular basis, just to change a technical arrangement and work accommodation until he caught up with her.

"Can I think about it, Sir?" she finally said, hoping for the best. To her surprise, the chief was actually very understanding. He nodded and said "Of course. I know it's a big move for you. Let me know before the end of the day though. I'll be in my office."

She breathed a sigh of gratitude. Anything just to get out of the immediate spotlight.

"Other topics for discussion include…" the chief continued. Judy wasn't listening. She was lost in her own world; a world where she needed to decide who she would share the most time with and what really mattered most to her right now.

* * *

><p>Officer Hopps stood outside the office door. She looked up and read the words for the third time. Officer N. Wilde. She didn't know how many times she would have to reassure herself that it was his office, that it was time to go inside. There had been times in the past when she didn't really feel like chatting for long with him, when his jokes and constant taunting ground on her nerves, but never had she felt nervous about talking something over. They weren't like that. They could rely on each other to listen and be listened to.<p>

She reached to knock, hand hesitating just once before rapping solidly against the wood. She heard a swivel chair bounce up as the weight was removed from it. Then she heard footsteps clomp towards the door. It opened halfway and there was her fox. Her partner.

"Judy," he nodded, "come in, come in."

She smiled and slipped inside. Nick moved to the far corner, sitting at his desk where only hours ago they'd had so much fun with a mock interview. Their kind of fun – personal and carefree. She took the same position as before, hands knotted together and legs constantly uncrossing and re-crossing.

"I…erm…Nick, I'm guessing you know why I'm here, right?" she laughed, faking ease. Her ears gave her away.

"Of course Carrots," he poured himself some coffee, "It's my job to know what you're thinking, remember?"

She nodded.

"So, you're worried about whether you should take this promotion or not? Let me help you out. What is it that is really bothering you?"

She started to answer but he cut her off.

"_Really_ Judy. What's really bothering you? Don't just say what – coffee? (she shook her head) – don't just say what you think I want to hear. I'm here for you, to help you work through this. So don't hold back."

The rabbit swiveled in her chair a little, both hands gripping the seat.

"Nick, I don't want to lose you as a partner. I don't."

He nodded slowly. "…so?"

She took a deep breath and sat tall. "So, I guess I'm going to tell Chief Bogo no. No, I don't want the promotion."

The fox said nothing for a moment. He smiled to reassure her. She started swiveling in her seat again. _I know what your going to do_ _now_, she thought._ Don't reach for the glasses. Don't. Let me see what you're feeling._

Nick pulled his sunglasses out of his shirt pocket and placed them over his eyes. He grinned again. "Judy, I know you pretty well by now. You never 'guess' at anything. You know your own heart and you go where it leads you. Answer me this – do you want to develop your career? Will you be happy doing the same thing for another six months? Or nine months? Maybe a year?"

Her head sank lower with each suggestion. She shook it vigorously.

"Then why do you want to stay? What could keep you here?" he was sure he knew the answer.

"I…" she hesitated, "I don't want you to feel left out." She was angry with herself. Why did she say it like that?

Nick didn't show his surprise. He felt it deep down. That wasn't the answer he was expecting. Not the one he was desperate to hear. Not wanting him to be 'left out'? So this was simply the guilty feeling of one colleague getting an advancement over another? He was essentially an anchor, holding her back from her potential because he couldn't match her. He didn't want it like this. Not like this.

"Okay Carrots," he said leaning forward and giving her a warm smile, "I've listened and I've considered. You go for that promotion. My time will come. No hard feelings."

"But Nick-"

"No!" he snapped, his sudden change of attitude taking her aback, "You go for that promotion, do you hear?" His hands balled. "You've worked too hard for too long to let an opportunity like this float by. It may never come again if you don't grab it! Whatever y-you think our partnership means, your career is worth more. It has to come first. I am not going to let _you_ let _me_ hold you back."

She wanted to say something. Tell him that he wasn't holding her back. But the truth was, he was right. He was limiting her options.

"Now go on," he said sitting back and indicating to the door, "Tell the Chief that you've made up your mind. If you don't, I will. You can't be waiting around for me forever Carrots. I may never get the break you've just been offered."

Judy nodded quietly. She hated to see him angry. She wouldn't say she was afraid of him like that, more disturbed. It reminded her of past misunderstandings and times when she really felt like she'd messed up. There was no point reasoning with him when he was in a bad mood though. When he wanted to be, he could be a particularly stubborn fox.

Judy nodded and walked to the door. She glanced over at him again. He just stared at her, face once more impassive.

"Thanks, partner," she smiled apologetically at him, quickly slipping out of the door before he could show any more frustration. If she had stayed longer or glanced through the window as she passed, she would have seen him take off the sunglasses and toss them onto the desk. She may well have seen that far from his eyes displaying any real trace of anger or aggression, instead, they were just teary.

* * *

><p>Judy's meeting with the chief went wonderfully. The documents were signed, dates set and arrangements made with Officer Jerome. She decided she would phone Nick after work, give him time to cool off. She wouldn't put herself willingly into a situation where they would argue, at least not face to face. It felt like falling out with family.<p>

By the time she opened her door into an old but well maintained apartment, all the apprehension of the afternoon had worn away. She just needed to let Nick know it was okay and tell him how much she valued his friendship. Her new position wouldn't change the way they acted with one another; they could still meet up after work and go for picnics in the park. iCarrot at the ready, she dialled the number. And it rang. And she waited.

She gazed out of the window at a crystal sky filled with meandering clouds. There was an elegance to Zootopia which, love her home as much as she did, she couldn't find back at Bunnyburrow, with its gently rolling hills and tranquil woods. A digital beep brought her out of her daydreams.

_Call rejected._ Her eyes widened. This wasn't like Nick. Sure, sometimes he didn't answer his phone if he left it somewhere and couldn't find it. In the past, she'd had mental images of him scrabbling through old clothes on his apartment floor, trying to locate the ringing phone before the call ended. He had never purposefully cancelled her calls.

She grinned to herself. She _was_ a dumb bunny. That's what he would say. Getting excited when he must have simply hit the wrong option. She tapped in his number again. This time it only rang twice before the sound kicked out.

_Call rejected._

* * *

><p>The ZPD headquarters loomed in Judy's mind as she drove to work the next morning. Today was the day of the big shift. ZPD wasted no time in getting the ball rolling once a decision was made; she would collect her stuff and say farewell to her old office forever, transferring everything into a new room on the second floor. There she and Jordy would work on higher tier cases and events happening beyond the immediate borders of Zootopia. Strictly speaking, the ZPD had no jurisdiction as such beyond the city. But they could always send agents to investigate cases similar to the one she had cracked at Bunnyburrow, so long as the criminal in question at least frequented Zootopia. It was a fluke in the rules, but one which worked to their advantage.<p>

First priorities though, she had to speak with Nick. She couldn't bear to have a wall between them like there had been once before. It wouldn't happen again. When she got to his office, she knocked three times to no avail. Finally, she pushed the door open and peaked inside. Empty.

"Clawhauser!" she waved as she ran to reception. The fat cheetah smiled at her, mouth full of some cake or other. "Do you know where Officer Wilde is? He's not in his office."

Clawhauser rested one chubby cheek on his right paw. "Oh, Officer Wilde. He's off today. It's one of his holidays, remember."

"Oh," she realised, ears drooping.

"He's back in tomorrow though!" Clawhauser declared happily, "You won't be without him long. I know you two are just like two plush toys on a toy shelf! Inseparable, I mean." He continued eating his cakes with delight.

* * *

><p>Nick found himself in an old haunt. The afternoon light cast an ambience which added to the nostalgia. Here was one of the places where he had spent so many years of his life, conning and selling, smooth-talking and bargaining. He brushed down his green Hawaiian shirt and continued strolling, shooting 'finger guns' at familiar faces while sipping the fizzy drink he carried. He knew what he was looking for. His eyes rested on the old, tacky van with the dramatic pop-culture painting on the side without any difficulty. He could spot it amidst a lineup of other vans while being chased by a whole army of angry panthers through crowds of dozy citizens (and often had needed to in the past). It sat just within a side alley, next to an array of dustbins and dumpsters.<p>

He knocked four times on the back door to the musical note of 'strawberry jam pot'. It was one of his favoured codes. The door swung open within seconds and a small, vicious and pointy-eared fox stood glaring outside, wielding a baseball bat that was so large in his hands it looked instantly comical. The fox's eyes rested on the Hawaiian shirt.

"Nick?" he said in disbelief.

"Hey, Finnick! How've you been, matey?"

The baseball bat came down on Nick's head. Hard. He yelped and ran for cover.

"How've I been?! Is that all you've got to say?!" Finnick resorted to throwing tin cans after his friend who was now using the dustbins as cover. "Six months Nick, and you didn't call by once! Oh, I suppose being a cop and all means you forget about your old friends, huh?!"

Nick found a tissue in his back pocket and quickly tied it to the straw from his drink, waving it above the bins as a make-shift white flag. "Finnick, buddy, you know me! I would never leave you so long without good reason. Well, okay, actually I did. That was wrong. But the thing is, I need your help." He stood up.

The small fox stopped throwing cans, a surprised look replacing his fury. He lowered the bat. "Help? You need my help? With what?"

"Girl trouble," Nick admitted, ears falling back to gain as much sympathy as possible.

Finnick burst out into a wholehearted laugh. "Well, why didn't you say so?! Come on in. And check those ears; I know when you're acting. Come in! It'll be like old times, Nick!" He turned and scooted back inside the van, leaving the door open in invitation.

Nick smiled to himself. He loved that guy.
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	6. Chapter 6: A plan of war

The van was just as Nick had remembered it – cramped, messy and it made him feel completely at home. Its contents represented the attitudes of its owners, displaying both careful planning in the things essential to their (former) way of life and laid-back leisure for all the extras which merely added to their comfort. Old TV screens sat comfortably beside trash cans and a portable mini-fridge. The smell of metal, burnt rubber and unwashed clothes reminded Nick of the years he'd spent guiding this vehicle around the streets of the city he now protected from the likes of his former self. In that past life he had done things which now, frankly, ashamed him.

"Make yourself at home," Finnick said over his shoulder in a voice so deep it always guaranteed surprised looks from people who didn't know him well. He rummaged inside the fridge, quickly walking back with two bottles of _Rainbow Pop _in his paws. "Here," he tossed one bottle to Nick and slumped himself down on top of the trash can.

Nick caught it expertly. _Blueberry Rush_. He grinned at the small fox.

"What, you thought I wouldn't remember your favourite flavour? Get real."

Nick leaned back against the side of the van, reaching out with his arm and yanking the doors closed. He clicked the top off the bottle, raising the drink to his lips, making far too much of a show of his enjoyment.

Finnick rolled his eyes. "Stop your slurping and tell me what you need. 'Girl trouble' you said? I'm bettin' it's got something to do with that girl bunny you go all googly eyed for."

Nick stiffened a little, then relaxed and slid down the wall into a sitting position. "I just need someone to listen, so I can talk things over. Get it all figured out."

"I can do that. Turns out old Finnick knows a lot more about girl trouble than you do."

Nick raised an eyebrow. "You know about girls? _You_?"

"Hey, watch your mouth! I've been on lots of dates. Fair's fair, they usually involved a pint of beer and a few punch ups but I still know what I'm talkin' about. Got it? Now stop yapping and spill. What's the problem? She don't like you?" Finnick was not a fox who cared much for the delicate approach. Head-on suited him just fine.

"No, I didn't say that. I don't know. I don't even know if I _like_ her. I mean, I like her but…you know I mean."

His friend stared at him blankly.

"Okay, let me explain," Nick restarted, setting off immediately on a ramble. "You know when you want to say something to someone and then you don't want to and you don't know if that's because they didn't want to hear it or you just didn't want to say it and then you beat yourself up for doing that thing you just did and you don't know why?"

Finnick considered. "No."

Nick sighed, "Right. I…let's say _enjoy_ Judy's company. She's a fun bunny and I guess she makes me feel good about myself. But for the last few weeks or maybe months I've just not felt the same around her." Nick quickly cut his friend off before he could butt in. "It's not mushy love! It's not. It's more like, needing to be around her because I get lazy and moody when I'm alone. Then she meets this 'Jordy Jerome'," he made an air quote with his fingers. "He's a hare, by the way. Anyway, short and dry is that she's been promoted, she's working with him and I don't know how to feel about that. Is that clearer?"

The Fennec fox nodded, his large ears twitching while his face showed all the signs of deep thought. "Okay, I get ya. I'll nobble him." He reached for his baseball bat.

Nick sprang up. "Err, no. I don't want you to nobble him. In fact, don't nobble anybody."

Finnick wrinkled his nose. "Why not? This guy makes my pal unhappy and I'm supposed to leave him be? He deserves it. It's time to teach this Judd- Jedd- Jumpity- I can't even say his name I despise him so much! It's time to teach him his boundaries!"

Nick prised the bat out of his strong grip. "Well, no. It's against the code of the Wildes to nobble someone over a girl."

The small fox crossed his arms and scowled. "It isn't against the code of the Finnicks."

"Well the code of the Wildes is stricter than the code of the Finnicks. Now calm down and give me some real advice."

They both sat down again. Nick waited a few minutes while Finnick burned holes in the far wall with his eyes. Nick was used to these sulks. It wasn't the first time he'd needed to check his friend's volatile temper. Eventually, Finnick's expression softened and he fixed his gaze on Nick again.

"Seems to me Nick that you're the problem."

"I am intrigued," Nick said dryly.

"Well, the real issue is you. You need to figure out what you really want. What you really feel for this officer," he said the last word with clear distaste. "It's pretty darn clear to the whole world that you like her. Yeah, _like_ like her. Why don't you just swallow some pride and admit it to yourself?"

Nick was silent.

"I didn't hear you," Finnick growled, putting a paw to one of his oversized ears.

The red fox slowly nodded. "Okay, so, let's briefly establish that I feel stronger for her than I do for-" he thought for a second, "someone else. What difference does that make?"

Finnick let out a harsh cackle. "Let me lay this out for you. You're a fox, this new guy's a hare. He's far more suited to being her boyfriend. You're a lazy cop - I'm guessing he's pretty good. You're a former conman - he may well have a clean record. Most importantly, you're here and he's there. With your doll! And you can't even put up a fight because you're now a good and honest cop."

Nick stared at the floor. "Thank you so much for summing that up for me. I appreciate it. That's about right, yes it is."

"Wrong, ya dummy! That isn't about right. You _will _come out fighting because this is important to you!" Finnick started pacing around the van, waving his arms violently. "You're not some timid mouse who runs into a hole as soon as someone comes to take his cheese! You're a fox Nick, and a clever one at that. We're born to be clever and use our wits. I don't care what you're fortune cookie slogans say about being someone different. If you won't use some of your natural talents, you'll get left in the dust. And that's the truth."

Nick sat with his mouth open. It was one of the rare times when Finnick managed to leave him speechless.

"Is that where you want to be, pal?" Finnick continued, "In the dust? Walked over like you were in the past? No, this is war. And all's fair in love and war."

"But-" Nick began.

"Shut up. Listen to your elders and betters. So you really love this bunny?"

"I wouldn't quite say that. I think it's more one of those, what do you call them? Platonic friendships."

The small fox smirked. "Do I look like I was born yesterday?"

Nick began to snigger at this but caught the warning look on his friend's face in time, checking his primed comment.

"Well anyhow, I wasn't. And I ain't an idiot. Admit it to yourself and move on. So if you love her, you need to tell her that."

Nick's eyes widened. "I can't do that!"

"Not in so many words, fool! Ooo, sometimes I have a mind to whack you on the head some more with this!" Finnick said, raising the bat again. Nick covered his head but the blow didn't come, thankfully. His friend had calmed down again and lowered the bat. "Now," he made a pyramid with his fingers, "you need to show Judy that you love-"

"Care."

"'Care' about her. Let her know you ain't giving out to some big-eared two-bit officer who thinks he can waltz in, steal your girl, claim your promotion and pass himself off as the sweetest guy in Zootopia since little miss muffet sat on a tuffet. You need a battle plan." He emphasised the point by punching his fist into his other palm.

Nick smirked. "You know, that actually makes a lot of sense. I knew I could count on my pal."

Finnick ignored the compliment. "Right, now you don't want to be too obvious. At the same time, you need to sweep her off her Honey Bunny paws. Have you kissed her yet?"

Nick threw up his arms. "Of course I haven't! What do you take me for, the phantom kisser?"

"Good. That'll get her attention. Just a quick one on the forehead to make her know you care."

"Oh, like the one I gave you when we first met Judy?" the smirk was on full force.

_Thwack!_ Finnick smoothed his shirt down as he put the baseball bat back in its place. For now.

"Then you need to take her out on dates. Buy her gifts. Make her need you. Girls are very materialistic and if you don't bring in the cash, you'll get dumped."

"Finnick," Nick crossed his arms, offended by the small fox's outlook, "You know what I think about your outdated and frankly sexist views on girls."

"Bite me. Anyhow, just try the tip. You want to make yourself so 'prince charming' she won't be able to keep up with herself falling for you. She liked those picnics, didn't she?"

The red fox nodded at this, "That's true." Then his eyes began to narrow. "Wait, pause button on. I never told you about the picnics. How'd you know about that?"

The Fennec fox's expression faltered for just a moment. For someone as adept at reading others as Nick, that's all the time he needed.

"Finnick! You've been keeping tabs on me!" A grin spread rapidly. "You've keeping tabs on me because you care about your pal Nick! You sly little Toot-Toot," he ruffled the fur between Finnick's ears.

The fox snapped his jaws at Nick's hand and glowered. "Well so what?! And don't call me that! Someone has to stop you from making a fool of yourself. I didn't trust this ZPD anyway. And that rabbit of yours is cute, but not very bright. Who else would look out for you? You're so dumb Nick you need two brains to think for you. Now rub that grin off your face." He raised his drink. "To war."

"To war," Nick repeated. He sat back. "Right, so lots of love and lots of crazy forwardness. Is that it?"

"And take this stick." He threw Nick the baseball bat.

"I do not need a baseball bat."

"You always need a baseball bat! You may not plan to nobble that 'Jod', but you may have to. Now show me that you can hit with that thing."

Nick stood up and waited in silence. He quickly realised something was expected of him. "On…what?"

"On me! I can take it. See?" Finnick grabbed a cushion and placed it over his head. "Swing hard Nick."

Nick took in a deep breath and raised the bat. He brought it down with as much force as he could muster. That was the last thing Finnick saw for the next six hours.
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	7. Chapter 7: Into love

"So, how long have you known this fox fella?"

Judy smiled to herself. "Oh, just over half a year. He's called Nick. You met him, remember?"

"Right," Jordy nodded. He sat at his desk on the far side of a slick, polished and tidy office which displayed all the visual hints which distinguishes a room of high importance. New cabinets, new chairs, crisp and clean windows, solid oak desks instead of the cheaper chipboard ones Judy was used to using. It even had a house-cleaner who tidied the place up twice a day. This was the life for a celebrity cop, something Judy had inadvertently become. Although in the past she had turned down Bellwether and Bogo's offer to become the face of the new ZPD leaflets for Zootopia during the Night Howler case, her success in exposing the corrupt mayor brought down the attention of numerous news companies, television channels and radio hosts. Try as she might, and she had tried very hard indeed, she couldn't evade them all. Most of central Zootopia would recognise her without needing to ask.

Jordy closed the ring-bound file he'd been leafing through. "Okay, he's called Nick. Nick Wilde. What else do you know about this guy? I understand you worked on your first case with him." He started tuning his watch. "Or was _he_ your first case?"

"What, Nick? No! Well, he was caught up in the whole thing somewhat, but he's a good guy. A really good guy." A smile tugged at the corners of her mouth again and she fought to control it. "He wasn't always a cop. I mean, before this he was a bit of a…salesman," she said with a wink.

"A con-artist? Or that's what I'm guessing," Jordy said a little abrasively. "How did you convince that con-artist to make something of himself?"

"I suppose he always had it, deep down. I just kinda believed in him a little and he did the rest. It wasn't a totally smooth run. He had an attitude and I messed up too. There were ups and downs and I nearly lost my job!" she laughed at the memory. "But that's just it. He was there for me when I needed it. He had my back. I'd like to think I inspired him a little. I think he inspired me too."

"Uh-huh," the hare nodded. "You guys are not a couple, you said." He dug a little deeper.

Judy blushed. "Not a couple really. A couple of friends. Why?"

The hare returned to the file. "Word goes round. Probably nothing. It's simply a little weird for a fox and a rabbit to be, I don't know, keen on one another." He noticed her expression. "I'm not saying there's anything in it. I'll take you at your word for that. But rumours spread and you don't want to bring the ZPD into disrepute, do you? Just, you know, be careful. Tone down maybe."

Judy stood up and squared her shoulders. "I am not bringing the force into disrepute!"

"Did I say you were?" he replied coolly, "I said you wouldn't want to. So don't. You and I know you're not that fox's girlfriend. Make it clearer to the rest of Zootopia. Stomp on those rumours, is all I'm saying."

Judy turned away, returning to her work. "Really Jordy, that's not your business. I can take care of my own friendships."

"Come on Judy," he said, shaking his head, "be honest. It is my business, now that I'm appointed with greater responsibility. It's my job to look out for the ZPD's needs.

Judy made no reply to this. They spent the next five minutes in silence, ticking boxes on documents, scanning papers into their computers and sending them off to the relevant departments. To her surprise, Judy felt Officer Jerome standing right next to her. She hadn't heard him walk over, which was a first for her.

"Look, Judy," he said, placing both paws on her shoulders, "I'm not trying to interfere with your life or intrude where you don't want me to go. All I care about is the good of the force. You understand that, right? And you see why it looks…odd, when you and the fox spend so much time together. There's technically nothing wrong with predator and prey relations. This is Zootopia. But even here, what works for the masses is different from what people expect to see professionally, especially in governing bodies."

Judy sighed and faced him again, their eyes meeting. "I know Jordy. I know you're just doing your job. But I promise you, there is no need to worry about public relations. Nick and I haven't made any kind of-"

The door opened smoothly and Officer Wilde breezed in. Judy noticed something different about the way he looked and walked. His uniform was immaculately clean, perfectly ironed and his badge was glistening. He certainly wasn't normally sloppy with his presentation, but he hadn't shown much interest in going the extra mile before. His stride exuded confidence and his face wore a broad smirk, eyes glinting. Judy instinctively pulled herself away from Jordy without thinking. The hare took a step back and crossed his arms.

"Nick," Judy greeted. "You haven't seen the new office yet, have you?"

He walked right up to the two of them.

Judy put a hand behind her shoulder. "Sorry I couldn't invite you round yesterday, what with you being off. Now you're here-"

Nick leaned forward and kissed her on the forehead. She was cut-off mid-sentence and stood staring at him, not quite registering what he'd just done. He glanced at the ground with the ghost of an embarrassed grin, then handed her a small event card. "Judy, I'd like you to come to _Savanna Springs_ tonight, when you've finished. I've already booked our table. We've got some catching up to do. Sorry I missed your big day yesterday." He smiled again, shot some rapid eyebrow wiggles at Jordy, whose face was impassive, and casually strolled out of the room again.

Judy stood holding the card, mouth open. When she began to come to her senses, she acknowledged her colleague again. "Heh, funny guy that Nick!" she laughed.

Jordy just held her gaze and nodded slowly. "Is that usual for him?"

"I don't know," Judy confessed. _I really don't.  
><em>

* * *

><p><em>Savanna Springs<em> was a perfect blend of luxury and informality, situated on the waterfront of Sahara Square. Surprisingly, Nick had made no offer to pick Judy up, and instead she made her way there on the train. Transport in Zootopia was rapid, and she didn't mind the extra thinking time. She really didn't know what he was up to. He wasn't usually so forward. In all likelihood, this was probably a practical joke of his. She wasn't even sure if she might be relieved to find out it was just that.

She hopped off the train at her stop and jogged the last five minutes to the restaurant. Working from such scanty details about their venue, Judy decided to play it safe and went for the smart-casual look, singling out a white and purple chequered shirt and sky-blue jeans. She finally caught sight of the restaurant and was pleasantly surprised to see it wasn't one of the frighteningly high-profile establishments she so deplored. She wasn't a pretentious rabbit and the thought of needing to remember which out of five different spoons was the accepted one to use for a particular course didn't appeal at all.

The building was only one storey. It was brightly lit with violet spotlights which isolated it from the popular run of similar restaurants. The name was splashed across the front façade in bright, illuminated fiberglass. Judy glanced round at the night-time street, hoping to spot Nick coming to greet her. She hoped this wasn't all a practical joke. If it was, he'd suffer terribly in the next officer meeting.

"Boo," her ex-partner's voice said behind her and she felt him prod her in the back. She chuckled and turned round. "Nick, why didn't you just phone me and tell me where you were? You don't have to catch me unawares every time."

He was wearing a brand new blue denim shirt and tan trousers, an unexpected combination but his offbeat fashion sense was something Judy had learned to love about him. He still wore that intense smile from earlier on.

"Well," Judy rubbed her hands together, "this is nice. I wasn't expecting it really."

"Shall we go in?" Nick offered.

Inside, the restaurant was even more impressive. Ambient lights lit up a vibrant room with dazzling electric colours, while antelope waiters sped from table to table, bringing and replenishing orders.

"56," Nick smacked his hands on the chair and sat down in front of a square table. Judy sat down a little more slowly and took in the sights. A blend of Sahara-Trance music weaved throughout the restaurant, its beat providing a further sense of energy. Her eyes rested on Nick, whose green orbs were already fixed on her. She blushed, not used to this level of attention.

"Um, Nick, this is really sweet. Our first date! And so sudden."

"Oh, this isn't our first date Judy. Remember our picnics? And going to the movies together?"

She was about to say that she never thought of those as dates, but stopped herself in time, reasoning that he might find that hurtful. It seemed there was a little more going on in his head than she'd expected.

"What can I order for you, Carrots?"

"No thanks. That was my lunch."

"Nickname – Carrots," he reminded.

"Oh! Right, sorry. Erm…" _why are you so nervous?_ She berated herself. "Maybe I should see the menu first?"

He smacked his head with his paw. "Yep, there goes my brain again. Here you go."

After two minutes of browsing, Judy decided to order the salsa nachos and Nick requested macaroni cheese with added olives. It was a long time coming. A long, self-conscious time for Judy. Nick wouldn't keep his gaze off her. Eventually she thought it was time to clear things up.

"Nick, what is it that's going through your head today?"

"What's that?"

"Well, I mean, if I didn't know you better, I'd think, just being a single bunny and not very experienced in anything like this, I'd think you were…flirting?"

"Ah-ha," he nodded, "and how does that thought make you feel?"

She laughed and began stroking her right ear. "Well, a little uncomfortable." His face dropped slightly. "Oh, not exactly in a bad way!" She added quickly. "I just mean, it's not something I'm used to. I'm used to you joking around. Is…is that what this is?"

He frowned then smirked cheekily. "I'll let you puzzle over that one, Carrots."

Their food came and the waiter poured them some blueberry cordial. Nothing was said while they enjoyed their food, savouring each forkful. Judy still occasionally caught Nick staring at her dreamily, and she wondered if he was doing it on purpose. It was as if he was trying a bit too hard to follow some tips he'd read somewhere. He wasn't displaying his natural slyness.

"So, what's the occasion of this evening…date?" Judy finally asked.

"Your promotion of course." That made her feel even more uncomfortable. She fidgeted in her seat.

Once they'd finished eating he passed her the menu again. "Do you want a dessert?"

"Actually, I'm full. Really. That was delicious Nick. Thanks so much for that." She smiled sweetly, her turn to be slightly overdoing it.

He looked like he didn't know what to do now and he started glancing around the room as if looking for an idea. She coughed. "Would you like to offer to take me home?"

"Oh!" he seemed taken aback. "Yeah, yeah sure. If that's what you want. Do you need a little longer? To digest all that food you ate? I mean, not _all_ that food, I just meant the food you-" by this stage, he had entirely lost his cool and looked on the verge of a minor panic.

"Nick, don't worry. You really haven't been on many dates, have you?" she laughed. He looked a little hurt by this. _Think fast rabbit._ She reached out and placed her paw on his. "I'm happy to go home now. We can talk more on the journey back. It's a little more private."

He seemed reassured and his face lit up again. In truth, she really just wanted to get out of the restaurant. For some reason, being with Nick like this, the way he was acting, she felt both flattered and uneasy. Before, everything had been very casual between the two of them. Did she want it to become more obvious and planned?

* * *

><p>The drive back was smooth. Nick had somehow managed to bring along the police car, with or without permission, she didn't ask, so other drivers gave them space on the road. The headlights cut arrows into the night as they sped along their way. Nick kept glancing from the road to his friend, trying to get some idea of how she was feeling, worrying he'd done something somehow to make a mess of things.<p>

"I've got you a present," he finally announced.

Her blush deepened. "How thoughtful."

"It's on the back seat."

She reached round and picked up a well-wrapped rectangular item. She tore off the indigo paper and examined the gift. A book. "Oh…" she said slowly.

"_The Rabbit who circumnavigated the Universe,_" he began, "It looked sweet and-"

"_Bunny Suicides_?"

His eyes widened. "What?!" he glanced from the road to her paws and saw a very gruesome volume of cartoons bearing a cover image of a rabbit holding a pistol to its head. His mouth dropped open and he gazed off through the windscreen. "Treachery!" he muttered aloud.

Judy tilted her head quizzically. "Treachery?"

He nodded rapidly. "I asked my pal Finnick to pick something up for you from a cheap dealer he knew. He said he got it bought and gift wrapped for half the shelf-price of the original product! That sly little…"

"Wait," she cut him off. "You tried to get a standard priced book on the cheap from a conman? For me? As a present? Nick." she crossed her arms. She just loved to make him squirm, and squirm he did.
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	8. Chapter 8: Truly, Madly, Deeply

Nick was dreaming.

He put an arm around her as they sat side by side on the park bench, gazing out at storm clouds.

"Do you want something from me, Nick?"

"Not something, Carrots. Just you and your friendship."

Judy laughed. "Stop it Nick, you're sounding like some bad romance movie!"

"You mean the ones with the happy endings? I can live with that." He nuzzled her cheek with his nose. She jerked away from him and glowered.

"Did I do something wrong?"

She slapped his face hard. It stung where she hit him. Then she slapped him again. She wouldn't stop slapping him.

He eventually emerged from the dream, bleary eyed and holding his smarting cheek. It didn't hurt anymore of course, but the fading dream images unnerved him. Another breakup. Their first real fight. He wouldn't let that become real. Ever.

* * *

><p>With Autumn came rain. It wasn't even the sort of rain that could be predicted, but the harsh, unforgiving rain which appears with no warning and takes no time to develop. Once it appears, it beats down with a violence which sends all animals of every species caught within its range running for cover as if Zootopia itself would be washed away by the deluge. Other days, a temperate sun warmed the streets and blessed everyone with late summer warmth. This wasn't one of those gentle days.<p>

Judy Hopps had managed to evade the first downpour on her way to the ZPD headquarters. She was met at the door by a sodden and bedraggled fox, a sorry victim of the scheming weather. His overconfidence and early morning optimism had encouraged him to leave his apartment without any kind of coat, jacket or so much as a plastic bag to cover his head in case of emergency. It wasn't long into his walk before had he realised his folly. The sky had darkened, the clouds moved in and then came the flood. All initial freshness of spirit was washed away in moments. By the time Judy greeted him, his mood was as dark as the rain-clouds.

A bit of teasing, a bit of collar adjusting and fur stroking from Judy and all was well in the world again. She had that ability with Nick and he had it with her. Once he had absorbed her irresistible optimism and applied to become an officer, he never looked at life the same way. He could now pick her up when her worries brought her low.

It was two weeks since their pleasant evening at the waterfront restaurant in Sahara Square. During that time, no further advancements had been made by Nick, save for some sly winks and lunch hours spent sharing coffees. Judy could still detect the change in his behaviour. Somehow his winks and smiles displayed a deeper sincerity than she had ever seen before. Almost a desperation. She was unsure if she liked the change. In the past, the uncertainty over some of his remarks offered a type of emotional security in that she could convince herself he was simply a joker. Now, this added intensity made it far harder to adopt that mind-set. I meant that it called for her to address it in her own thoughts, not file it away somewhere like a case that lacked an 'urgent' heading. So she played the game. Some days she felt like it was going further than a game, other days she was reassured that nothing had changed. He was just the same old Nick who never let anyone get to him in life or in love and she was his dumb bunny friend, who nurtured a sunny but naïve view on both.

The two friends entered through the doors, making their way to reception to check themselves in. A few cheerful words from Clawhauser, and they went their separate ways.

Judy entered her office. No words had been exchanged between her and Officer Jerome on the matter of Nick's behaviour since her friend's startling forwardness when he invited her out. Judy felt convinced that Jordy disliked her friend, or disapproved of him somehow. Whenever she attempted to tease some solid comments from her new partner, he always managed to turn the questions back on her, and she ended up looking unreasonably obsessive. Finally, the subtle interrogation began again.

"Doing anything tonight Judy?" the hare said casually from across the room.

"No plans. Did you have something in mind?"

"Well, we don't get a lot of time to unwind around here. Fancy checking out someplace further afield?"

She hesitated. "Like where?"

"How's about _Savanna Springs_? You like it there, right?"

Her brow creased. "Is that some sort of a jibe about me and Nick?"

"Hey Judy, I thought I had the suspicious mind? Can't I ask you a question without you searching for a hidden motive all the time? And can't we talk about something without you bringing it back round to your fox friend."

Her ears drooped. He was right. She was being overly abrasive. The fact was, Jordy had helped her a lot over the last fortnight and she needed to show a little more gratitude. He'd stayed extra hours for her, covered a shift when she wanted time off to attend a friend's party, trained her up on the new CCTV system and fetched her coffees with thoughtful regularity.

"Jordy, I'm sorry. You're right, I am being too suspicious. I haven't been feeling myself lately. Emotions hotwired and out of kilter," she flicked her paw with emphasis.

"Doesn't bother me, Carrots," he smiled knowingly at her. If that was another jibe, she didn't take the bait.

* * *

><p><em>My place. 6:30pm.<em>

Judy slipped the phone back into her pocket. Nick would get the text and was guaranteed to come along. She felt like she should repay him for the evening out, and despite her uncertainties, she was still intrigued by his current manner. She wasn't good at picking venues; he knew the city so much better than she did. She was good at preparing things herself though. She couldn't for shame have invited him to the apartment she rented when she first moved to Zootopia. Since cracking some prestigious cases though, Judy had managed to move up in the world. Now she rented a more spacious apartment with a dining/living room, bedroom, kitchen, bathroom and storage room. It cost her half of her monthly wages but she felt the upgrade was worthwhile. It finally allowed her to ditch some irritating neighbours.

Once work was finished, she drove home as fast as she could to give her time for preparation. The rabbit set to work preparing home-made lasagne, chargrilled vegetables and blueberry tart. The blueberry tart would be reserved as a special surprise treat. By the time the oven was humming promisingly, she was smothered with flour, vegetable skins and splashes of sauce. A lightening wash followed by a change of clothes into a dark, mid-calf-length skirt and lavender blouse disguised all evidence of the hasty preparation. She glanced in the mirror and pulled a face. She wasn't half as attractive as any one of her forty five especially pretty sisters who sprang to mind.

The doorbell chimed.

Judy scurried to the door and opened it, a light sensation in her chest making her feel slightly jumpy. He was there, just as she'd expected. While she had decided to impress with an elegant clothing choice, he had fallen back into unapologetic depravity – that same Hawaiian shirt and those grey trousers she remembered from their first meeting. "Judy Pops!" he greeted. She slammed the door in his face. After ten seconds, she opened it again. "Carrots!" he greeted. _That's better._ "I got your text. Or at least, I think it was from you. Unless it was from…"

"From who?"

"No one."

"From who?"

He stepped inside, eyeing her apartment with a wide smile. "Oh, never mind Carrots. It wouldn't be her anyway."

"Nicholas P.-"

That smirk again.

"_Piberious_ Wilde," she remembered, rolling her eyes, "you better tell me now about this girl."

"I love how gullible you rabbits are."

"Oh really?"

"Yep, you fell right into that one. Like Chief Bogo will when he finds that I've replaced the headers for tomorrow's announcements with old Valentine's poems."

"_Like Chief Bogo will when he finds that I've replaced the headers for tomorrow's announcements with old Valentine's poems_," he heard himself say.

"You didn't!" he gasped.

"I did!" she raised the pen. "Guess I'm still one step ahead of poor, slick Nick," she said patronisingly, "guess he'll have to think twice before assuming his dumb bunny friends fall for his teases. They may be weeding out information of their own…"

He shook his head admiringly. "You sly bunny. Oh, you're good. You should sell pawpsicles on the street."

"Or I could just make Lasagne instead. Speaking of which, care to come through?"

* * *

><p>"That was perfect," Nick said, sitting back.<p>

Judy blushed. "It was, wasn't it?"

"You're not meant to say that."

"Aren't you going to take me as I come?"

"Always," his smile broadened.

She stood up and collected the plates and crockery. After leaving them on the side, she returned with a perfectly baked tart. The pastry was chewy, solid and covered in crystallised sugar. The inside would prove to be sumptuously fruity. Nick's eyes lit up as soon as he saw it. "Carrots, you're a better friend than I deserve."

"You deserve a lot, Nick. You really do. Now, tuck in!" she cut him a slice and passed him a cup of whipped cream. The silence that descended was proof enough of his approval. When he'd finished he grinned up at her, white blobs of cream on his whiskers. Judy laughed heartily at this and threw him a serviette. "You mucky eater!"

"So," he placed his elbows on the table and rested his chin on his paws, "what's the occasion?"

"Somebody's birthday."

"NO! I've forgotten your birthday?!"

She began giggling again. "You stupid fox. And I'm the gullible one? That's twice I've got you in one evening!"

He scowled at her but in good humour. "Seriously. Is there something you were going to…?"

"Now that you mention it, there was. I've noticed a bit of – how shall I put it? – forwardness in your behaviour."

He nodded.

"I don't quite understand it yet. But you've managed to do one thing for sure."

"What's that?"

"You've become forward enough for me feel I have to introduce you to my parents. Smile Nick – you're on camera!" She leapt to his side and held up her iCarrot. The screen displayed a middle-aged rabbit couple dressed in traditional farming and country attire.

Nick froze. He seemed to shrink a couple of inches and at first Judy almost thought he'd try to slither under the table. Eventually he raised a paw and waved timidly. "Hello."

"Why, you must be Mr. Nick Wilde!" the lady rabbit said cheerfully, "Judy's mentioned you a lot. It's nice to finally put a face to all those stories."

"Thank you," he said hoarsely.

"Yeah, yeah," the male rabbit took up the conversation, "we thought it was time to check you out. I'm not so sure Judy always has the best judgement and she's never shown hints of obsession before. She sometimes needs-"

"Dad!" Judy exclaimed, frowning and flicking her eyes towards Nick.

"Oh, right, sorry. Thinking out loud there," he chuckled. The lady rabbit shot him a look which made him sink into his armchair. She returned her gaze towards Nick, via the phone.

"So, Mr. Wilde, do you like working for the Zootopia Police Department?"

He nodded vigorously. "I do. Certainly. It's wonderful. Call me Nick." His sentences were short and breathless.

"Nick, then. What's your favourite part?"

"Stopping the criminals and working for the cause of justice, Ma'am." Judy could barely contain her laughter at this.

"Good, good. What don't you like about it?"

"My comfort is no real concern when it comes to the safety of our citizens. Self-sacrifice and dedication are qualities which make our city great."

"I see." She looked a little less convinced by that reply. It sounded like something he'd memorised, and was, in fact. Nick saved the moment by offering a dazzling grin. The rabbit seemed reassured. "Well, it would be just lovely to have you over at our home soon, wouldn't it Stu?"

"Y-yes," he nodded sheepishly from the depths of the armchair. "Judy seems to trust you."

"Well, we'd better be going now." The lady rabbit said. "It was wonderful finally getting to meet you. Can I just ask one more question, Mr. Wilde?"

He nodded, putting on his best fake grin again.

"Do you usually hold our daughter's paw like that?" she sounded puzzled.

Nick almost fainted. Judy leaped in for the rescue. "Well, I'd really better let you guys go now. Bye Mom, bye Dad! Love you both!" she blew kisses at the phone. "Say 'bye-bye' Nick."

"Bye-bye" he waved.

"Byeeee" they heard over the speakers. The phone's screen returned to standby.

Nick slumped back on the floor. "Rabbit!" he groaned, "Why didn't you warn me? How long were they listening to what we were saying?"

Judy helped him up. "That will remain forever a mystery to you. Did you like them?"

"Like them?" he shrugged, "I loved them. I think they loved me."

"You do?"

"I think you do too."

She shook her head and looked at the ground. He was unbelievable. "I think it's time for you to go." She walked him to the door and opened it for him.

"Suppose I did…like you, Nick," she began as he was stepping outside. "Would that mean you like me too?"

"Is 'love' too strong a word for you yet?"

"It might be."

"Well, one day when you're ready to hear it, I might just say I love you. Truly."

She half closed the door and smiled. He peaked his head round the corner. "Truly, madly, deeply."

"Goodnight Nick." She closed the door fully and rested her back against it. She knew now which Nick she preferred. She didn't want to go back to the shallow, taunting partner. He'd won. She never wanted him to change again.
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	9. Chapter 9: Storm clouds

"You're not getting off that easily."

"Ah, come on Chief," Nick titled his head pleadingly. "I've been doing fine for the last month! I'll get by."

Chief Bogo rested his arms on his desk and shook his massive head. "It's not about you, Officer Wilde. It's about regulations. You need a partner because you are still a rookie officer. After one year's service you get to opt out of partnership. Boxes need to be ticked, Mr. Wilde. Yours too."

The fox's shoulders slumped in defeat. He glanced up hopefully. "I get a say in who's chosen, right boss?"

The chief sat back. "It's done, Nick. You will be assigned with Officer Mildred Daub."

"Mildred Daub?!" Nick exclaimed in disbelief. "She's an anteater sir. She's part of the records department. She-she's never worked in the real world before."

"And she has successfully applied for transfer to more active duties. Erase all thoughts about her being an anteater right now. You're a fox. No one thought you could do it either."

Nick gulped. But he wouldn't give up that easily. "Sir, I cannot work with someone who eats insects. It's a psychological impossibility. An impasse. Isn't going to happen, Sir." He crossed his arms in front of him.

The two made eye contact. Nick did his best to hold the stern gaze of his boss but felt himself retreating into the safety of his chair. He wanted to change from solid to liquid, or even better, gaseous form. Maybe escape through an air vent, that one right there. No one would ever know.

After a few hours, or so it seemed to Nick, Chief Bogo finally relaxed his tense frame and broke off the stern gaze. "Alright Nick. Fine. You won't play ball? I'll support your right to make that call." He examined two sheets he had in front of him and ticked a few boxes, crossed over some lines and finished by stapling them together. Nick's eyes flitted around the room. _Did I win?_

The smile on Chief Bogo's face wasn't reassuring. He only smiled when he had something crushing to say or when he was messing about with the Gazelle app on his phone. There was no phone.

"You will not need to work with Officer Daub. On your file I have noted that you are technically affiliated with her but we do not need to respect that off paper. You see, once an officer is partnered, he or she can request a transfer." He shrugged. "So you've been swapped. Officer Hopps will work with Daub and you, Mr. Wilde, will work with Officer Jerome."

Nick's mouth dropped open.

Bogo pushed the form across the table towards him. "Sign it, Officer Wilde."

"Wait! Chief, Bogo chief sir, Bogo," he spluttered, "Jordy can't work with me. He's received a promotion remember!" He laughed nervously. "You can't demote him just because-"

"He won't be demoted. His official premises will still remain his current office, as will yours remain Daub's. As I explained, it is a practical transfer – lifestyle transfer, as it's correctly termed. After two months you may reapply for another, if you so wish."

_Sweet Reynard_ Nick thought as he made his signature.

* * *

><p>"I beg your pardon?" Jordy said flatly.<p>

Nick stood in the doorway to their office, holding the freshly processed forms. He stole a glance at Judy. She clearly thought he was joking, a smug smile flickering on her face as she waited for him to break the joke on Jordy.

"Erm…you and I will be working together. A bit like…partners," he repeated.

Judy looked less sure now. "What about me?"

"You'll work with Officer Daub."

"Daub?!"

"She's not that bad really," he soothed.

"Then why wouldn't you work with her?"

His ears drooped.

Jordy leaned against a filing cabinet, sticking his paws in his pockets. "My gosh. You've made a sweet mess of this, haven't you, fox?"

"Well I'm not over the moon for you either, hare," Nick snapped.

"Guys! Time out!" Judy made a cutting gesture with her paws. She rubbed her head. "We'll figure something out. It'll be okay. Can you reapply for transfer?"

"After two months." His head drooped miserably.

"Two months?" Jordy laughed. "Eight weeks. Fifty six days, give or take. One thousand, three hundred and forty four hours."

"I get it," Nick growled.

"Don't you growl at me, mate. Judy, got any night howler antidote?"

She scowled at him and walked over to Nick. "Look," she placed a paw on his arm, "you were really dumb. We all agree on that. You've been dumb before and we've got by. But that should teach you not to mess with the chief, yeah?"

He looked up at her.

"Yeah?" she asked again, tickling behind his neck. A smile returned to his face as he shook her off. "Yeah," he nodded.

"O-kay," Jordy said slowly. "Well, we'd better get started, partner. Where's our first beat?"

* * *

><p>Cars and buildings glistened as the sun warmed their damp surfaces. The morning's rain left everything with a wet sheen. Officers Wilde and Jerome patrolled the streets of <em>Savanna Central<em>'s fringes. A cop wasn't a typical sight around there. Although the ZPD was always a presence in the background, they tended to be more visibly evident in the central areas of Downtown Zootopia. Nick had adopted a showy swagger, hoping the confident look would both act as a deterrent to criminals and impress his hare companion at the same time. It wasn't really achieving either purpose. They had been stopped four times already with concerns ranging from a missing watch to an international piracy corporation who allegedly smuggled in contraband trousers.

Nick yanked a cheese and lettuce sandwich from his pocket and started munching as they walked. "So, Jordy the Jolly, how do you like the PD of Z?"

The hare ignored the nickname, walking tall with his chest puffed out. "It's the most important body in our city. It binds us together, establishes unity and guarantees orderly governance. If we keep that process running without interruption in our jobs, we can sleep soundly at night."

"You stole the words from my mouth. Stole 'em," Nick lied, brushing crumbs from his uniform.

The hare sighed. "Look, why are you doing this?"

"What am I doing?"

"This. Being an officer. It's not exactly your first calling."

"Because I'm a fox, right?"

Jordy considered and nodded. "Yes. I know how you foxes think and if there's one thing that fired you up to do this, it wasn't concern for the good of the city."

"So idealism doesn't inspire us foxes?"

"You know it doesn't. It's not in your species' past and it's not how you survive even in our urbanised world. So why did you join?"

Nick scrunched up the sandwich packet and threw it with force into a nearby bin. "Maybe there is more to us than you can accept. Guess what, maybe I do care about people's safety. I mean, we can't all be that bad, can we? Just on the law of averages?"

Jordy smiled to himself. "Nothing to do with the rabbit than?"

Nick stepped in front of him, blocking his path. "Hey, what's your problem? You got something going with Judy? Trying to catch her attention? Do you see me as a threat?"

The hare burst out laughing. "Flopps? No, she's all yours mate. You can keep your mascot bunny. Hey, it really is no big deal. As long as the job gets done, you create whatever impression you want."

"What are you talking about?" Nick glared.

"Think about it. Doesn't it seem a little strange that you're dating a rabbit? I'm not saying you're a bad guy as far as you go, but you may want to think about the consequences."

Nick smirked contemptuously. "Do explain."

"Well, you're both the star couple of the city, right? People imitate you. They'll look to you and your bunny as role models. Now, I haven't got anything against foxes, but we both now the reality is that your kind are a pretty shifty bunch. So all of a sudden, everyone wants a fox plushie for a boyfriend. Little Sarah hasn't got one? Well Judy Hopps has and Sarah better find one soon or she'll be out of step. So all those girls end up with…foxes. And most foxes around here are on our criminal list or will be soon. See where this is going now? So our jobs get that little bit harder because now the nice girls are covering for the criminal loves of their lives."

Nick flinched. The words started to seep in and make sense. _Are we really that much of a bad influence? Am I that much of an influence?_ His glare faded and he was once again a small, insecure kid with no friends and big plans that would turn out one by one to be daydreams._ Not again._ "That's not who I am," he said, as much to himself as to the hare.

"Sure Nick. You be who you want to be. You're in the right place for that. Anyone can be anything, can't they?" He stepped past Nick and patted him on the back as he walked on. The fox remained where he stood, paws balled into fists, teeth clenched.

Jordy checked the lights, then crossed the road to the far side. "Oh, and Nick," he called back.

Nick turned to face him again.

"I've requested your file. It's just a hunch but I'm betting you had a few shifty contacts of your own before you joined this gig. Can't touch you of course. But I hope there are no fellow con-men you might be protecting." He fired off a salute.

_Not again._ A heat flared up in Nick's chest. He couldn't shake from his mind an image of him grabbing the hare by the throat. Smacking the pride out of him. Making him reconsider everything he'd just said. He could feel the firm neck in his grasp, the brown fur between his fingers. He squeezed his paws tighter then set off, running. The pavement seemed to fall back behind him as he crossed the road, aiming for the hare. Only one thing mattered – taking that smug look and scornful expression off that hare's face.

The car hit Nick before he could hear Jordy shout out in warning. He was thrown three meters and rolled another two, smacking to a stop against a phone booth. A dullness took over his senses, as if a damp towel had been wrapped around his head. Sound was muffled. Vision was blurred.

"Nick!"

He vaguely became aware of Jordy pulling the driver out of the car, laying him on his stomach and handcuffing him. It looked like another red fox. Even in his confused state, Nick recognised the irony.

"Nick!" Jordy was beside him. He was turned over and the hare started checks of some kind, pulling Nick's shirt open, prising his eyelids open.

"Come on Nick. Get up. Don't do this just to make me like you. Come on damn it!" He felt the hare slapping his face to keep him conscious but it didn't really matter. Now it was Judy doing it, like in his dream. Another breakup. Worse than the last one. Had he said something wrong?

Officer Jerome yanked out his radio. "I have an officer down. I need first aid support now. We are on-" he glanced around, "Ivory street, by the third junction."

"Sending support," his radio crackled.

He inspected the fox. He was no first aider but the impact had been hard. They couldn't afford to waste any time before getting him some medical attention. He pulled out his phone and punched in a number.

"Hello?" A female voice answered.

"Judy, you're not gonna like this."
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	10. Chapter 10: Let me know

Officer Jerome stood by the hospital bed. The ambulance had arrived promptly and while the medics prepared Nick for emergency inspection and treatment, the driver of the offending vehicle was taken for detention and potential prosecution. That was three hours ago. No one had been allowed to see Nick other than his 'partner', and only then so the doctors could receive a full description of the injuries caused and factors involved in the impact. The hare didn't doubt that Officer Hopps would be waiting in reception for news. When he was given the all clear, he left the sickroom and made his way there to report on the situation.

"How is he?"

As expected, Judy was waiting for him.

"Officer Jerome, what happened?"

Unexpectedly, so was the chief.

"Sir," the hare saluted.

"Forget that. Let us in on the details," came the massive animal's response. Jordy detected genuine concern in his voice, something he had never heard coming from that quarter before.

He sighed. "Officer Wilde will make a full and prompt recovery. According to Doctor Mclard, the injuries were negligible and mainly surface level bruising, save for one fractured shin and the potential for mild concussion." He saw the spark in Judy's eyes at the (relatively) good news. Even the chief seemed to relax his posture. "He's a damn lucky fox," the hare summarised.

"How did it happen?" Judy pressed, "He might be lucky but he's also careful. It's not like him to run into moving traffic."

"Oh," Jordy folded his paws behind his back, "the traffic wasn't moving. The lights were on red. That's why I arrested the…_fox_. Idiot shouldn't have been moving at all. And he was doing ninety."

"Why was Officer Wilde running?" Chief Bogo's brow was creased.

"Sir, I think you'd have to ask him yourself."

* * *

><p>It was a tense midday which stretched on into the afternoon. Finally, at 17:00, a wolf in staff clothing brought the news that visitors were permitted. Nick was awake. The three uniformed mammals entered the sickroom. The fox sat propped up in a bed on the far side of the square room. The room contained one too many half-dead plants littering the shelves for Judy's liking.<p>

"Nick!" the rabbit rushed over to his bedside. Nick thought she was about to shower him with hugs and kisses, but he was to be disappointed. She had brought a bouquet of sweet smelling orchids though.

"Can't keep me down for long fellas!" he said, flashing a disarming grin. "Chief!" he raised an arm, "You're here too? My! The concern! Leave the flowers on the windowsill Sir."

_Doesn't seem to have affected his spirit _Judy smiled to herself.

The chief grunted. "Compulsory assessment, Officer Wilde. It comes with the job. Just here to make sure you'll be returning to work soon and you won't be taking advantage of your sick leave."

"I hear ya," Nick gave him a thumbs up. "Nothing can crack through your shell of professional detachment."

Judy gasped. She glanced at the Chief. To her surprise, she almost thought she detected the faintest hint of a smirk, quickly eradicated and replaced by a grave expression of disapproval. She glanced at Jordy. The hare was blank.

"Enough nonsense, Officer Wilde" Chief Bogo announced, "What happened?"

Nick's face became stony. He glanced at his bed-sheets, then at Officer Jerome. The two made and held eye contact. Judy was about to re-ask the question when Nick just smiled and said "Jordy had been explaining something to me about the job and I didn't think he'd got it quite right. I was heading over to make sure we properly understood each other."

Chief Bogo looked surprised, as if he was expecting something less mundane. He glanced at the hare. "That about right?"

"Absolutely Chief."

There was a brief pause. "Well," the chief finally said, "Now we know where we are, all that's left is for Officer Wilde to make a full recovery and return to his post ASAP. And I mean ASAP, Wilde."

"Sir," Judy interrupted before Nick could make a smart comment, "If you don't mind, I have an idea that may help Nick. I'd like to take my two weeks holiday as of today."

* * *

><p>The drive to Bunnyburrow was long but pleasant. The ravages of the last few week's rains had finally subsided and given way to a glorious summer send-off. The fields glowed with amber light and the rolling hills and tranquil lakes dazzled the eye with a sheen of radiant gold. Aside from the initial difficulty of transporting Nick into the car without hurting his injuries, the fox was clearly loving the journey. All the way he chatted with his rabbit driver, asking her about moments from her childhood, memories of her time in the country before she moved to Zootopia. He did express concern over what her parents may think about the unannounced invitation but she brushed off such concerns with a laugh and reassurance that she would do any explaining that was needed.<p>

Their car finally slowed to a stop outside the country house of her childhood. It was a wooden property, painted an inviting cherry-red and surrounded by vast fields of vegetables, especially carrots, naturally.

Judy took a deep breath. She glanced at Nick. "Well, here it goes."

They both climbed out of the car and strolled towards the blue painted oak of the front door. Judy knocked twice. They waited.

The door opened a crack. "Who is it?" her mum's voice said through the gap.

"Um, your daughter!" Judy laughed.

"Judy!" the door flew open. "Stu, come quick! It's our daughter!" Her dad waddled over from the kitchen, a glass in one paw and the drying cloth in the other. "Judy Dudey!" he smiled in greeting.

"And fox friend!" Judy beamed, pulling Nick to her side from around the corner of the open door. His ears were down and eyes wide. A nervous chuckle escaped him and he waved in greeting.

"Oh!" Mrs. Bonnie Hopps looked shocked while Stu looked like he just hadn't caught up with what she'd said.

"Erm, yes, you see, I'm sick and-" Nick began.

"Infectiously dangerously sick?" Stu gasped.

"Err, no, I mean injured, not sick. Anyway, I'm injured and Juuuu-your daughter thought it would help if I crashed here for a few…weeks."

They both stared at him.

"She said she'd explain," he smiled.

"I hope that's okay," Judy laughed warmly, "I mean, you've seen Nick before right? He's a tremendous guy and so very polite, considerate and honest. He'll make a great addition to the family."

Nick, Stu and Bonnie all stood opened mouthed at that last comment. Judy's cheeks burned when she realised what she'd said. "…For two weeks! Haha, so silly!" She laughed and used her paw as a fan to cool herself down. Her parents looked unconvinced but remembered their code of hospitality and stepped to let them inside. "Oh, do come in," Bonnie smiled.

* * *

><p>"And this will be your room," Judy concluded the tour.<p>

Nick looked round the door to see a cosy bedroom with white and sky-blue striped wallpaper, a single bed with a multi-coloured duvet and a desk in the corner with plenty of plug sockets in the wall for charging devices. He grinned at her. "It's perfect. So snug and" he searched for the word, "and rural."

"You'll have a lovely view over the carrot fields." Judy ran to the far window, "when the sun comes streaming in through here, you'll think the daylight's come just for you." Her face took on a dreamy look as she stared out, remembering good times from the past. Nick remained in the doorway, paws in pockets. He didn't want to break her moment. After a few minutes she turned round again. "Sorry!" she laughed. "I got lost in thought. This place brings back so many memories. Good and bad. Mainly good."

"Carrots."

"Yes Nick?"

"Can I ask you something?"

"Nope."

"…okay." His ears went down again.

"I'm just kidding! What is it?"

He cleared his throat and met her gaze, shoving his paws even deeper into his pockets. "I-I've told you how I feel. You know I think of you as more than a friend. Please don't leave me hanging." He took a couple of steps closer. "Can't you tell me how you feel? Whether you feel the same? Let whatever's holding you back go. If you tell me, I'll never let anything get between us. Ever. I promise." His green eyes showed longing. Pleading. She couldn't meet that gaze for long but glanced at the worn grey carpet instead. Her stomach was knotting. Recognising how she felt was one thing. Did she want to admit it to him outright?

"Carrots?" he said softly.

She looked up again. He was closer now, just a few feet away. His expression shifted slightly from total openness to just a hint of concern.

"Let me know."

She forced herself to smile broadly. "Hey, we had a great time on our first date, didn't we?"

"You're not answering my question."

"Nick, I loved our meal together. I invited you to it, remember?"

"Carrots, you're dodging."

She leaned up and kissed him quickly on the cheek, sliding past him and out into the corridor. "You are the most amazing friend I've ever had Nick." She turned to face him. "Really. I enjoy being around you and…we just get along so well. I'm glad to have you staying here! I've always wanted you to see my home and meet my family in person." He smiled a bit hollowly at this. "Speaking of which," she continued, "you still need to meet my brothers and sisters! I think you best wait until tomorrow for that one. Dinner is-"

"Judy."

"Dinner is at six. Now you best get unpacked! Let me know if you need anything!" she flashed another smile and took off down the corridor.

He stood alone in the bedroom, emotions clashing. The house was lovely and it was a real compliment to be invited into such a personal aspect of her life. So why wasn't she clear with him? Why was she sending out one message and then backtracking? He sat on the bed, looking out through the window over the fields and gentle pathways beyond. He knew one thing. He'd meant what he said – if they became serious, if she admitted she had feelings like his, nothing would ever threaten that. Nothing would force them apart. Ever.
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	11. Chapter 11: The choices we make

**Notes (please read): International readers may need this info - '******Brown sauce** is a traditional condiment served with food in the United Kingdom and Ireland, normally dark brown in colour.' You'll understand later. **

**Also, just as a reminder, my story is K+ and completely clean. I'll never write anything smutty, so you can rest easy.**

**-AngloFalcon**

* * *

><p><em>Dear Diary,<em>

_I hate you. This is literally the dumbest hobby I know. I'm only doing this because a certain rabbit kept nagging me. Something about me losing my edge for writing reports if I don't get some practice in. I actually see little point sitting on my bed scribbling things that no one will ever read or care about. Still, I like to keep her smiling. I've been in this bunny household for six days now. I liked it at first. I've wanted to see this place for a very long time. The first night was a little rough. I'm used to falling asleep to the sounds of the city. At first, I found the quiet just a little disturbing. The second day I was attacked by Judy's brothers and sisters. Seriously, can't a fox have breakfast in the country without getting dragged off his chair to have his fur pulled in all directions by tiny paws attached to squealing bodies? They're cute enough I guess. Okay, they are cute. One of them asked if I was their new big brother. Another said that Judy thought I was hot. Actually, she's been annoyingly distant. I don't understand what exactly goes on in her head. I thought she was going to open up when I finally met her family. I'd say she's retreated. Time for a little pressure. Diary, I hate you. _

_Unwillingly,_

_Nick Wilde X_

* * *

><p>Judy stood outside Nick's room. She smoothed down tufts of fur on her head, making sure they weren't sticking out in an unruly fashion. She knocked.<p>

"No, I don't want to play 'draw the elephant' again. Love you all, but please go away!"

"It's dinner, Nick. I'm here to help you downstairs."

"Oh, I thought it was your siblings. Anyway, that's great. I had just about starved. I'm in a fragile state, remember."

She rolled her eyes and pushed the door open. She let him lean his arm over her shoulder to support himself on the way downstairs. His leg was getting better, but after a brief walk outside that previous afternoon, it was starting to play up again. She kept her eyes staring straight ahead as they took each step. She could feel his pointy left ear tickle the side of her head. "Does being this close to me make you uncomfortable?" he teased.

"Of course it doesn't."

"And you aren't going to drop me downstairs?"

"Nick, why ask such silly-"

He planted a kiss on her cheek. He felt himself nearly fall forward but she steadied herself. "Will you stop that!" she said, sounding genuinely annoyed.

"You don't like me doing that?"

"No. I don't. It makes me uncomfortable. _You're_ making me uncomfortable."

"Well I do beg your pardon, I'm sure…" he muttered. He was losing patience with her distant attitude. What was wrong with her? He couldn't have been clearer about his feelings. Had he made a mistake speaking them out loud?

They reached the dinner table. The dining room was old fashioned. A large ash-wood table dominated the center, crowded in by numerous chairs of every size to accommodate the various ages of the Hopps children, with chairs for Mr. and Mrs. on either side of the middle of the table, facing each other. Tasteful decorations added to the homely feel; floral curtains, bookshelves and the occasional randomly placed bronze tractor statue. Mr. and Mrs. Hopps stood with their paws of the backs of their chairs, smiling politely. "How are you feeling today, Mr. Wilde?" Bonnie asked.

"I'm fantastic. Really. Couldn't be better." He returned her friendly expression. She seemed a little surprised by his exaggeration, but there had been no hint of sarcasm in his voice.

"Great!" said Stu, "Now, the food's all ready. You do like carrot soup and roast green-vegetable frittatas?"

Nick groaned internally but spoke very genuinely. "I am so grateful for your hospitality. You have a lovely household." He had to stop himself from saying 'Gramps'. Partly because it he didn't know if it was accurate and mainly because if it wasn't, it was disrespectful of his age.

"Well, that's kind of you to say, Mr. Wilde," Bonnie laughed, "But we thought you might be getting a little tired of our menu. No, tonight, it's fries and hot dogs. Vegetarian, of course."

Nick's face lit up. He glanced at Judy and winked. She wasn't looking. Mr. and Mrs. Hopps sat down first, then Nick took a seat a few chairs down from Bonnie. Judy sat on the right end on the table, just a couple of chairs along from the fox. The four of them would be the only constant diners. The younger members of the family raced around the house and occasionally stopped to grab one of the spare places, gobbling down some servings before racing off again. This seemed to be the rabbit way.

"Please start," Mrs. Hopps beamed.

They ate for a few minutes in silence. Nick seemed fully engaged in singling out the crispiest fries and leaving them for last, so he could enjoy them all the more. Judy would start on some fries, move on to take a few bites out of a hotdog, then go back to the fries.

Stu cleared his throat. "I've been meaning to ask you Nick, what was your job before you became an officer?"

Nick leaned back. "I was a salesman. I ran a small enterprise with another fox. We were" he looked up at the ceiling, "entrepreneurs."

"My!" Bonnie said, "So you have a head for business as well as detective work?"

Nick nodded between mouthfuls of fries. "I do my best."

"Take in a modest income, do you?" Stu asked a bit too bluntly.

"Well, more modest than I want it to be!"

They all chuckled at this. Three of the youngster rabbits, two boys and a girl, raced to the table, greeted everyone in turn with 'hi' and began stuffing their cheeks.

"Judy, you've barely touched your food," Bonnie noticed, "Are you okay?"

She glanced up in surprise. "Oh, yeah mum, I'm fine."

"Just thinkin', huh?" Nick said.

"Yes, thinking. Why?"

"Ho-ho," Stu smiled, "No need to sound defensive Jude. Nick's just making conversation."

She shook her head. "I wasn't being defensive. Yeah," she said to her friend, "I was thinking."

"Right." He returned to his fries.

Bonnie tried to salvage the conversation, determined her guest would have an enjoyable time. "Do you like the house?"

"It's lovely, Mrs. Hopps. It does you both credit. Real snug and welcoming."

"Not got a place like this yourself?" Stu asked.

"Nope. I have my apartment but that isn't really quite up to standard. Just good enough for me. Couldn't afford a place right now."

"Oh, I see." Mr. and Mrs. Hopps exchanged a glance. _Did I strike out?_ Nick wondered.

"Judy, would you like some sauce? Nick, pass the sauce to Judy will you?" Bonnie said. The fox reached for the smooth white holder filled with mini-sachets. _Just like a restaurant_ he thought, amused.

"I'm not sure which one I want yet," Judy grinned.

Nick fixed his eyes on her. "Judy's not very good at making decisions," he said flatly.

Her grin faltered slightly in confusion but she kept it up. "I just need time to have a think, that's all."

"I see. Do you want some help?" he flicked through the sachets with his fingers. "This one's red ketchup and this one's brown sauce. They both think your fries look a little lonely on their own, so their offering different things." The youngsters giggled hysterically from the far side of the table. "Mr. Red Ketchup is colourful, funny, likes to make you feel good, but he's not always liked or understood. Mr. Brown Sauce is very traditional, reliable and great at his job, but lacks any real personality."

Judy frowned. What was he doing?

"It's a very simply choice Judy. Just two. You get to pick one. While we're still young."

_I can't believe he's talking about this here. Like this! _Her cheeks reddened.

"Well, maybe I just don't want to rush into a decision," she replied evenly, "Maybe my fries are pretty content for me to get round to it in my own time." _This is the dumbest way we could be having this argument!_ She thought to herself, annoyed. It would be hilarious if only it didn't make her back straighten and if she wasn't starting to feel that knotting sensation in her stomach again.

"Carrots," he forget that nickname wasn't especially 'PC' around her parents, "these sauces here may not want to wait forever. They might end up on someone else's plate."

"Perhaps I don't want either of them! My fries have been fine on their own so far."

"Sure," he nodded. "It just gets a little confusing when you reach for one, and then pull back when I'm about to let you have it."

Judy's parents looked completely lost. "You're arguing about…sauces?" Stu asked.

"No were not," Nick shook his head.

"_Yes_, yes we are!" Judy said, glaring.

"Judy!" Bonnie gasped.

"Just make your choice, Judy. I'm getting tired of waiting."

She couldn't believe this. Of course she felt for him. Of course she didn't want to anger him for no good reason. But he didn't have a right to rush her into anything. _You are not backing me into a corner. _She crossed her arms. "You know, it doesn't need to be one of those two sauces anyway. There are loads more flavours in the big wide world through there," she waved at the kitchen door.

"It's sounding to me like you want Brown Sauce. I think that's the real issue here."

She was flustered now. Her cheeks felt like they would melt from frustration rather than embarrassment. She didn't know what to say but she said it anyway. "Thing is Nick, 'Red Ketchup' looks friendly, but I've heard on good authority that it's actually pretty dangerous, whether it can help it or not. Bad for your heart."

Now he did look surprised. It was out and she didn't even mean it. She hated it when she got carried away and stepped into a situation that made her want to backtrack.

"Well, that's your decision." He placed the holder back on the table and pushed his chair out, struggling to position his leg so he could get up. When he managed, he smiled at Mr. and Mrs. Hopps. "Thank you for the lovely meal. I'm afraid I can't finish it right now. I need to go to my room. Sorry." He walked to the stairs. "You're probably right," he directed at Judy, "fries probably are better off on their own. Goodnight."

* * *

><p>Once Nick had hobbled upstairs and they heard his door click shut, Judy's parents stared at their daughter.<p>

"Did we miss something, dear?" Bonnie asked, confused.

"No. Nothing. You didn't miss a thing." Her voice caught. She was fighting back sobs. This was her fault. She hadn't meant most of what she'd said. She just didn't like losing arguments.

"Hey, are you upset?" Stu asked, concerned. "Do you really not like those sauces? You know, we could have just gotten you both some more. No need to fight over it."

* * *

><p>It was 10:30 in the evening. Stu and Bonnie were still downstairs watching TV. Judy took a deep breath as she stood waiting outside Nick's door for the second time that day. Now or never, she had to sort this. She knocked as before, although not quite as firmly. There was no response. She knocked again. "Nick?" she called gently. "Nick, can I come in? I want to talk. I'm sorry." She waited.<p>

"Doors open," came a response, muffled by the wood.

She turned the metal handle and creaked open the door, peaking round as she went. Nick was sitting on the edge of his multi-coloured duvet, watching the floor. She slipped into the room, leaving the door wide open, as propriety would demand.

"Hey," she said, sitting beside him, ears down, "Nick. I think I've done it again. I promised myself I'd never hurt you like…like I once did. I won't let that happen. I'm here to apologize."

He rubbed his red eyes. She didn't need to ask if he'd been upset.

"Nick," she took his paw, "listen. We both know I can say stupid things without thinking. Stuff just comes out of my head half-baked. Horribly dumb ideas, that's all they are. You know that, don't you?"

He nodded slowly. "Yeah Carrots. I know."

"So let me tell you what I really think. I am luckier than I deserve to have found someone like you. Ever since I first met you, I just couldn't forget you. Sometimes we laughed together, sometimes you annoyed me, sometimes you teased me. The one thing that was constant was that I couldn't stop thinking about you, whatever you did."

He turned his head to meet her eyes.

"Nick, I need you. I do. I needed you when I first joined the ZPD. You making fun of me is what drove me to push myself, to prove myself to you. I needed you during the Night Howler case. I needed you when you stood up to Chief Bogo for me when I nearly lost my job. I needed you afterwards, because when you joined the ZPD it made me feel like I had finally made a difference to someone's life, when all along it was you who had made more of a difference to me."

She hugged him, burrowing her face into the red fur of his neck. "I need you now, more than ever. Because without you, I'm just that regular dumb bunny who you keep on needing to set back on the right track."

He pulled her into the hug, as if he was afraid if he let her go he might risk losing her again. "Mum always said I would find someone like you. That I would know it when I did," he whispered.

She smiled. "Brown Sauce has got nothing on Ketchup."

They finally broke from the hug. His face was glowing. "Funny how it took us a fight to make you appreciate what we mean to each other!" he laughed.

She punched his shoulder and laughed. "I'm a slow learner, okay! That's me. Quick at confronting obstacles but slow to see where things are really going. To see what's really important to me."

He put his paws on her shoulders. "Don't change. Don't ever change. Slow or fast, you're perfect just as you are."

"I best head down," she said, glancing out the door. "Just…don't tease too much when we get back to work, okay?"

He smirked. "You really haven't had any boyfriends before, have you?"

"What makes you say that?! Well, you know what? It doesn't matter. I only needed to find the right one." She walked out the door and began to close it slowly. "Sleep tight," she said quietly. He heard her footsteps as she bounced downstairs.

For the first time in months, he felt warmth inside without any coolness. No doubts. No uncertainties. When they got back to Zootopia, everything would seem new. They were entering a new understanding and things would never be like old times. He loved that thought.

**Hello!**

**Did you like that chapter? Let me know in the reviews. PMs are welcome too. I'm always happy to chat. I hope you're enjoying reading this as much as I am enjoying writing it. You guys are simply the best and so encouraging. Thank you sincerely for every kind comment and every positive review, follow, fave and click. It means a lot to me and makes my day. This fanfic's just had its 100th follower, who I think was either Bukoya or PhantomA12. I'm over the moon. You both deserve a cookie. :) Speaking of cookies, one will also be handed out to anyone who recognizes any references to pop songs in the fanfic. They don't flood the story, but they're in there. Let me know if you noticed any. **

**More coming soon. I have some university assignments coming up, so I'll have to balance this with care. With luck, I'll still be able to update regularly.**

**Till next time!**

**-AF**


	12. Chapter 12: A lesson in love

_Dear Diary,_

_So this is what it's like to be in love? There, I've admitted to it on paper. I've admitted it to myself. It was only weeks (months?) ago when I was lying to myself, saying I didn't care about this rabbit of mine. I'm crazy for her. Loath as I am to admit it, I owe a lot to my vertically challenged fox friend. I must thank him for the kick up the rump. It's three days now since Judy told me how she felt. I knew I wasn't imagining it. I'm on the mend and we've had some good times outdoors. She showed me the farm, with its carrots. She showed me the storage barns, with their carrots. I finally got to see the fields of vegetables, most of them carrots. I miss a good burger. I need a burger! Add that to my bucket list. Yesterday we went for a walk in the woods and found a romantic looking river. I actually got to push her in. I'm on a winner. She hasn't spoken to me again yet but I think in a few more hours she'll see the funny side. This is the last time I'm going to write in this dumb book. I don't need to do this anymore to make her happy. She's happy with me, as me. I can't think of anything better than that. I'm going to keep this as proof though, for when she accuses me of not writing. Yeah Judy, I do know what you're thinking. Don't go reading people's private diaries without permission!_

_Yours forever and always,_

_Nick Wilde XXX and X_

* * *

><p>"Mum, Dad, can we talk?"<p>

"Why of course Judy," Bonnie smiled. She glanced at her husband. "Put down the paper, Stu."

He smiled apologetically and folded the paper six different ways before settling on scrunching it up as neatly as possible.

Judy closed the living room door. She didn't want Nick hearing. She faced her parents. Stu remained in his slightly worn armchair and Bonnie took a seat on the sofa. Judy rubbed her paws together, then crossed her arms and rubbed them with her paws, then folded her paws behind her back.

"Are you okay, dear?" Bonnie smiled.

"Oh, yeah, yeah, I'm fine. I…just wanted to talk."

Her parents nodded. They waited. "About?" Bonnie invited.

Judy stuck her paws in her pocket and resolved to keep them there. "Okay. You know when you guys first met? Did you tell your parents you liked one another?"

"Yes, of course. That's what kids should do," Stu nodded.

"Right. And were they fine with that? With you guys, I mean."

"They were delighted," Bonnie said, a far-away look coming over her face.

Judy took a deep breath. "I've met someone. I know I never was the sort for boyfriends. They're all jerks around here-"

"Well, that might be a little harsh," her mother corrected.

"But I've found this one guy and he's, well, everything! Really. It took me a while to realise that I liked him so much, but it grew and-and evolved and now I can't think of being without him."

Bonnie beamed at her. "Who is it, dear?"

_This is it. _"Nick…"

Stu's mouth dropped open. Bonnie sat back and smiled again. "We know dear."

Judy was taken aback. "You do?"

"We do?" Stu turned to his wife.

"Shush," she tutted at him. "Of course. It was clear to everyone except you. That's often the case. Why else would we be so keen to use one of those silly devices to talk with some work colleague of yours who didn't even know us? Once you brought him here, there was no denying it."

"And you don't disapprove?" Judy smiled hopefully.

"Well-" Stu began.

"Not at all," Bonnie smiled. "Perhaps we would have once, when we were a little more closed-minded," she almost imperceptibly raised an eyebrow at her husband, "but a lot has changed since you moved away. You know your father works with Gideon Grey. I admit, we were a little concerned when we heard this Mr. Wilde was your official partner. We wanted to have a chance to meet him. Make sure he seemed all you thought he was."

"And?"

"We think he's an exceptionally polite young fox."

Judy ran over and threw her arms around her mum, reaching out and pulling her dad into the hug too. "You guys are the best!" She kissed them both. After a few moments of this, she broke from the hug and sat on the soft, chestnut-coloured pouf behind her.

"There are a few things your father and I need to discuss with you though. Just a few questions before we can give our full approval to you two dating."

Judy nodded, eyes sparkling.

"It's an obvious one, but do you think you might love this fox?"

She nodded again, vigorously.

"And do you know what that means?"

She stopped nodding and frowned.

"Do you know what it means to love someone?"

"Of course!" Judy laughed, "Doesn't everyone?"

Her father gave her a serious frown. "Less and less."

"Oh?"

"You see," her mother smiled, "loving someone isn't really about having that butterfly feeling or walking on clouds. That's part of it, but just the sugar to add some sweetness. Do you think you can love someone when you're angry with them?"

Judy sat back and rested her chin on her paw thoughtfully. "I guess so. Yeah, yeah I think we still love people even when we're angry."

"That's right," Bonnie nodded, "because love is really a choice, not a feeling. You choose to place that person before yourself in everything you do. Really, they become you. What's good for them is all that truly matters to you. So do you see? Because it's a choice, those butterfly feelings can go and you still love them, even when you're angry or you've fallen out."

"Aren't we skipping ahead a little?" She grinned, "I've said I want to date him. We haven't made long terms plans or anything."

"The point is dear," Bonnie smiled, "You need to fully understand what you might be getting into, just to be fair to him. Only when those butterflies have gone and you start to do what seems uncomfortable to you because you know it makes the other person happy, that's when you really test your love. It's easy to do what makes you happy, and it's easy to be around someone who makes you happy. But you can't abandon them when you don't feel good around them anymore. You'd give everything for them, even yourself and your own happiness, if that's what it calls for. And he would have to be prepared to do the same. Do you think you can both do that if your friendship goes that far?"

Judy thought about this. She hadn't really considered all those nuances. It didn't make any difference. She knew she would do that for Nick. Thinking back to her promotion, she knew Nick would do it for her too. "Yes," she nodded firmly, "Yes, I can do that."

Her parents smiled. "Then you have our full approval," Bonnie said, "I hope you find what makes you happy."

* * *

><p>"You've been a pretty quiet bunny. What's up?" Nick asked as they drove past those same meadows and fields, back towards Zootopia.<p>

"Do you mean I've been quiet and I'm pretty? Because that's what it sounded like."

"Sly. Very sly," he said, shaking his head. He leaned over to give her a quick kiss.

"Nick! Not when I'm driving! Look, I nearly killed that chicken. Poor thing," she scolded.

He threw his paws up innocently. "Did I say a single thing like, 'I'm going to kiss you, o rabbit the fairest'?"

"You don't need to say it. I can see you. I know that sneaky look."

"Carrots…" he soothed.

"Behave!" she put on her loudest voice.

He sat back and crossed his arms. "Okay, fine. I'll let you drive in peace. You give that road your full attention. It's been four days and already another thing has stolen your affections."

She burst out laughing. "You foxes! This is not going to be one of those relationships where you're checking my phone every few minutes in case I'm texting someone else. We respect each other's privacy, okay? No snooping."

"Cross my heart. No snooping. Did you like my diary?"

She gulped, cheeks turning as bright as ripe tomatoes.

* * *

><p>"Officer Hopps, Officer Wilde."<p>

"Present!" Their paws shot up.

"Good," Chief Bogo said. The meeting room seemed even more packed than when they'd left it two weeks ago. The chief turned back to his papers, adjusting his glasses for reading.

"In two weeks there have been two handbag snatchings, one speeding ticket issued, two parking tickets signed and a call from a bookstore owner asking if we stock any police drama paperbacks. Do you know what that tells me? Anyone?"

They all stared at him dumbly.

"It tells me that Officers Hopps and Wilde do absolutely nothing on their patrols, because in the two weeks they've been away, all criminal activity has come to a standstill." He looked judgmentally at their table. By now, they knew him well enough to realise he wasn't seriously picking on them. Naming and shaming was part of the rough-and-tumble game they all played in the ZPD.

"The criminals love us, sir!" Nick chimed in. "They wouldn't want to see us out of work by letting other officers catch them."

"Or perhaps you have a bad influence on the city?" a tiger threw back from across the room. There was a general uproar at the two friend's expense.

Judy looked awkward, but happy to take it all in good humour. Nick was loving the attention. "You guys have just gotten slack! Shows who does the real detective work around here. Sloppy," he drawled, trying to be heard above the rest of the commotion. He noticed someone. "I'm surprised Officer Jerome hasn't cracked it all for us? He's flying high with those promotions, right?"

The hare looked at him with superiority. Judy kicked Nick's leg. He grinned at her but she just scowled. Gradually the laughter died down as everyone realised the chief was still waiting to continue his announcements.

The buffalo puffed out his chest. "I'm pleased to see such high spirits among our officers," he said sarcastically, "perhaps you'd all like to count these interruptions as part of your breaks?"

Everyone took their paws off their tables and sat to attention, looking completely absorbed.

"Better. Now, Officers Monroe and Kipps will catch speeding vehicles, Mimson and Buck – pickpocket watch, Thomas and Jerry – someone's stuck up a tree and needs help down, Hopps and Wilde-"

They sat up, ready.

"I have something else for you."

"Parking duty, sir?" Nick groaned.

"Far worse. You will supervise a mass festival in Little Rodentia."

"NO!" Nick exclaimed.

"What was that, Officer?"

"I said 'thank you so much Sir. We live to serve'."

"Dismissed." The buffalo collected his papers and made to leave.

"Chief?"

He stopped and turned around. "Yes, Officer Jerome?"

"Do I understand that Officers Wilde and Hopps are reinstated as partners? Based on their behaviour, I'm supposing some arrangement has been made? Where does that leave me, as my posting with Officer Daub was merely a – what was it? – lifestyle swap?"

Judy bit her lip. After two weeks off, she had slipped back into old ways without thinking. Even Chief Bogo looked surprised, as if he too had forgotten that the usual arrangement didn't stand. He cleared his throat. "No…no there is not currently a new arrangement. In fact, I was just about to ask the three of you to come to my office so we can discuss this. Well done for anticipating that, Officer Jerome."

The hare shot Nick a look.

The fox smirked. _Bring it.  
><em>

**Thanks for reading! Major thanks for all the follows, favourites and reviews. It is amazing to wake up in the morning (I post late at night so you Americans get it at a reasonable time) and find email updates from people with suggestions, ideas and encouragement. I'm still pretty new here as far as posting stories goes, so it means a great deal to me. Please continue to let me know what you like, what you want or what may need improving. I'm really enjoying writing this and I very much want you guys to enjoy reading it. Come on, you were thinking things had settled down, weren't you? XD I was just leaving it simmering on a low heat before I bring it back to full boil. Watch out.  
><strong>

**Till next time!**

_**Disclaimer (boring stuff): Zootopia and all related intellectual property is copyright of Disney. I make no money from this and pursue it simply for enjoyment. Any images used are copyrighted to the artist who created them. If I do not mention an artist, it is simply because I haven't been able to track down where the picture originated. If you do know or are the artist themselves, please contact me and I will add your details without question or remove the image if so desired. The text of this work is copyrighted to myself. Do not reproduce the material without permission or try to pass it off as your own. Cheers. :)**_

_**-AF**_


End file.
